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INTRODUCTION

The Uzi submachine gun (SMG) surely ranks alongside the AK-47 as perhaps history’s most recognizable firearm. Its fame, as these pages shall explore, is entirely warranted. Few firearms have brought together sheer firepower and compact dimensions so successfully as the Uzi. Its close-range lethality, and distribution figures in their millions, have ensured its popularity across the full spectrum of possible users. Throughout its lifespan to date Uzis have been seen in the hands of infantrymen, armoured vehicle crews, special forces soldiers, law-enforcement officers, Secret Service agents, civilian enthusiasts, Hollywood stars and outright criminals. Almost all without exception developed an enormous respect for the weapon, both for its ability to save life – their own – and its capacity for killing.

To understand the Uzi fully, as well as its status in post-1945 history, it needs to be placed in its long-term context. In 1914, the world submerged itself in the greatest conflict since the Napoleonic Wars. Millions of men mobilized for war, and found themselves deployed far from home on nameless battlefields, there to kill, survive or die. For almost all of these men, the personal weapon with which they fought was the bolt-action rifle. Such firearms had an ancestry stretching back to the first half of the 19th century, with the development of the breech-loading unitary cartridge and the forerunner of all bolt-action rifles, the ‘Needle Gun’ designed by Prussian gunsmith Johann Nikolaus von Dreyse (1787– 1867). Refinements in the second half of the 19th century by the likes of Antoine Chassepot (1833–1905), the Mauser brothers Paul (1838–1914) and Wilhelm (1834–82), and James Paris Lee (1831–1904) led to the perfection of the bolt-action design, and its standardization within the world’s armies. In weapons like the 7.92mm Mauser Gewehr 98, the .303in Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) and the .30-06 Springfield, soldiers had firearms that were tough, powerful and foolproof to use.

Bolt-action rifles would serve soldiers well until the end of World War II, but the first global war of the 20th century did highlight a problem with the type. World War I, at least on the Western Front, stagnated into trench warfare, and for trench assaults the bolt-action rifle proved to be of questionable merit. For a start, such rifles were long and unwieldy in the confines of a trench or in urban combat – the Mauser Gewehr 98 of the German Army, for example, measured 1,255mm (over 4ft), hardly convenient for taking snap-shots in a bunker doorway, or in a narrow communications trench. Furthermore, in close-range fighting, the bolt-action was a worryingly slow reloading mechanism. Firing a shot every two seconds or so might have been fine from your own lines, but at close quarters, with threats popping up thick and fast, each period of bolt operation left the user exposed. Compounding the problem was the fact that the typical magazine capacity of the bolt-action rifle was low – the SMLE had a ten-shot magazine, and this was well stacked compared to many other models.

The final issue with the bolt-action rifle – a problem that would also lead to the invention of the assault rifle – was that its cartridge was simply too powerful for realistic combat. The Lee-Enfield’s cartridge, which had similar characteristics to those of many contemporary rifles, delivered a 174-grain bullet at a muzzle velocity of 617m/sec, giving a lethal range in excess of a mile. This was all well and good for long-range shooting, but at close ranges the bullet was unnecessarily muscular, liable to cut straight through the opponent and continue onwards. Recoil was also hefty, reducing the accuracy of shots when taken frequently.

What was needed, at least for those troops engaged in close-range assaults, was a different type of weapon – smaller, lighter, quicker to reload, and with greater firepower within ranges of about 100m. By World War I, automatic firepower was already on the battlefield in the form of machine guns like the German MG 08 and British Vickers, but even the light machine gun (LMG) varieties such as the Lewis gun still fired the .303in British rifle round and needed to be at least bipod-mounted to fire effectively.
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IDF troops attack the Jordanian-controlled West Bank village of Samua, 1960s. Three soldiers are armed with Uzis (the soldier in the centre is reloading), while their prone comrade has a heavy-barrelled FN FAL rifle for light support. The 7.62mm FAL was one of the last successful full-bore battle rifles; after World War II, pistol-calibre submachine guns like the Uzi and intermediate-calibre assault rifles became increasingly dominant. (Cody Images)

In 1915, a weapon appeared that had the potential to fill the ‘firepower gap’. This was the Italian Villar-Perosa. At first glance, the weapon looks like a rather odd LMG. It had two barrels and actions, a bipod and spade grips (it could also be fitted with a tripod and shield), and each action took a curved 25-round detachable box magazine. Yet here in many ways was history’s first SMG. Instead of a rifle cartridge, it fired the 9×19mm Glisenti pistol round (this actually had the same dimensions as the future 9×19mm Parabellum, but with reduced power), developing a muzzle velocity of 365m/sec, around half that of contemporary rifle bullets. It operated via a delayed-blowback system. Blowback meant that just the mass of the bolt and the force of the return spring held the cartridge in place at the moment of firing – the limited recoil force of the pistol cartridge meant that positive bolt locking was not required. The delay part of the operation, which served to ensure firing pressures had dropped to safe levels before the bolt opened, was delivered by a lug riding through a 15-degree angle in a groove in the receiver wall (the striker also had a cam and groove arrangement within the bolt). The rearward force of the cartridge had to turn the bolt before the bolt opened and ejection and reloading occurred.

The technicalities of the Villar-Perosa were doubtless lost on most Italian soldiers who took the weapon into action in 1915, but its capabilities were not. It could fire, with manageable recoil and decent accuracy over 100m or so, at a blistering rate of 1,200rpm.

The combination of blowback operation, a pistol round and fast full-auto fire makes the Villar-Perosa effectively the first SMG in history. Yet its bulky, two-barrel design compromised its utility and few were made, so the honour of ushering in the age of truly practical SMGs went to a German weapon, the Bergmann MP 18. Around 1916 German general Oskar von Hutier (1857–1934), an innovator in infantry tactics, looked for a new weapon suited to use by light, fast assault teams of ‘Stormtroopers’. Hugo Schmeisser, the chief designer for the Theodor Bergmann company, responded by producing a single-barrel pure blowback weapon, firing what has become a staple round for most SMGs to this day – the 9×19mm Parabellum. At first the MP 18, as it was known, fired from a 32-round helical drum magazine, but this was eventually discarded in favour of a 20-or 32-round straight box magazine. Firing rate was 500rpm.
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Where the SMG journey started. The 9mm Villar-Perosa looked in many ways like a light machine gun, but its pistol-calibre round and blowback action made it an SMG in principle. (Cody Images)
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The 9mm Bergmann MP 18 was history’s first practical SMG, beginning the lineage that would lead to the Uzi. It is shown here with its curious 32-round ‘snail’ drum magazine. (Cody Images)




	The 9×19mm Parabellum cartridge
	 



	Round length:
	29.98mm



	Case length:
	19.35mm



	Rim diameter:
	9.94mm



	Bullet weight:
	7.45g (115 grains)



	Length of bullet:
	15.7mm



	Weight of powder charge:
	0.4g (6.2 grains)



	Muzzle velocity:
	c. 400m/sec






The MP 18 came late in the war, so only 36,000 were made. Yet the weapon was solidly made for battlefield use, and delivered devastating power at close ranges, although these characteristics were only proven in a few localized battles. The SMG was not designed to replace the bolt-action rifle – long-range, powerful fire was still required, and the bolt-action had great virtues of simplicity for conscript armies – but it could serve as a valued part of the squad, platoon and company firepower. The concept of the SMG had been proven.

Between the creation of the MP 18 and the Uzi SMG in the late 1940s, the world’s armies bought enthusiastically into the principles of pistol-calibre automatic firepower. World War II saw every army carry SMG types into battle – landmark weapons such as the British Sten, the US Thompson and M3, the German MP 38 and MP 40 and the Soviet PPSh 41. To meet wartime production needs, such guns were frequently crude tributes to the processes of welding and steel stamping, utilizing the most basic of blowback systems and rudimentary manufacturing processes. They showed, however, the value of manportable automatic firepower, particularly in a war of assault and manoeuvre. This would be realized three decades later, when one Uziel Gal looked to create a new weapon for the Israeli armed services.
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DEVELOPMENT

Uziel Gal’s invention

On 14 May 1948, the State of Israel declared itself independent, born from the troubled rule of the British Mandate of Palestine. While a moment of genuine pride for Israel’s leaders and people, independence was also a time of threat. Fighting between the Jewish people and regional Arabs had been swelling from the beginning of the 20th century, particularly since the Balfour Declaration of 1917 declared Britain to be in favour of the ‘establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’. Jewish fighters organized themselves into improvised but organized military bodies, eventually giving rise to the Hagana militia of the 1930s. The Hagana, its elite sub-group known as the Palmach (established 1941), and other Jewish armed groups received invaluable military training and combat experience alongside the British during World War II. The resulting professionalization was then put to work against new enemies, fighting both Arabs and British in the immediate post-war period. This insurgency campaign brought the ultimate reward – the May 1948 declaration that established Israel as a nation-state. By the end of the month, Hagana and the other militias had transformed themselves into the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

There was scarcely a moment to rejoice. Within hours of independence, Israel was attacked by the combined forces of Egypt, Trans-Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, which despite their overwhelming superiority in manpower and firepower, were roundly defeated by an ingenious and determined Israeli defence. Yet even with the Israeli victory, the fact remained that the IDF was operating on a shoestring using a motley arsenal of war surplus and home-produced weapons of uncertain quality, and with no standardization amongst or across units. That situation was particularly pronounced in terms of small arms. To fight the War of Independence, Israeli troops gathered some 200 machine guns, 10,000 rifles and 3,600 SMGs from whatever sources they could – arms dumps left over in North Africa from World War II; trade with disgruntled British soldiers; user-dangerous home-made types; even supplies from Arab dealers. The guns in use included SMLE and Mauser Kar 98k rifles, British Sten guns and German MP 40s, civilian hunting rifles and shotguns. In firearms historian Ian Hogg’s words: ‘The result of all this was a motley collection of weapons of every type and vintage, demanding a wide range of ammunition, which would, in a properly-organized army, have led to a logistical nightmare of supply problems’.1 If the IDF was to sculpt itself into a proper army, this situation had to change – it needed new weapons.
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Israeli infantry assaulting Egyptian forces in the Negev area of Israel during the 1948 War of Independence. At independence the IDF was equipped with a mixture of war surplus, home-made and commercially purchased small arms. (Keystone/Getty Images)

THE BIRTH OF THE UZI

Uziel Gal (1923–2002) was born on 15 December 1923 in Weimar, Germany, and was originally named Gothard Glas, the son of Erich and Miele Glas. Ten years after Gothard’s birth, Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany, and the country’s Jews began to experience the growing horror of Nazi persecution. The young Gothard was fortunate, in a roundabout way. His parents divorced when he was still young, and in 1933 Gothard went to live in Britain for a while, having moved there with his Jewish school. His father, however, had emigrated to Palestine, and there Gothard moved in 1936. He settled in the northern part of the country and took his family’s new Hebrew name, Gal.
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Israeli paratroopers during the 1967 Six-Day War consult plans during the battle for Jerusalem. The alleyways and buildings of Jerusalem perfectly demonstrated the Uzi’s capabilities in urban combat. (Cody Images)

Apparently, Gal showed an interest in firearms design throughout his teenage years, demonstrated by his creation of an automatic arrow-thrower at the age of 15. A military career beckoned, and following his graduation from the Kibbutz Yagur he joined the Palmach as a weapons engineer. Imprisoned by the British for two years from 1943, having been caught carrying a gun (his sentence was actually for six years), Gal went into the IDF on independence, fighting in the 1948 war and training as an officer.

Now the weapon that would eventually bear his name enters the picture in earnest. In the late 1940s, the major arms producer in Israel was Israel Military Industries (IMI), formed as an underground organization in 1933. With independence, IMI became the official state arms manufacturer, a part of the Ministry of Defense. In 1948, dissatisfied at the state of its small-arms inventory, IMI commissioned two firearms engineers to produce designs for a decent individual weapon for Israel soldiers, principally to replace the rough and ready Sten guns in the system. These designers, both IDF officers, were Lieutenant Uziel Gal and Major Chaim Kara, the latter head of the light weapons section in the IDF Ordnance Corps. Gal had already come to IMI’s attention when, while he was undergoing officer training, he had demonstrated a new model of SMG he was designing. On the basis of this model, he was employed by IMI. The outcome of the design competition between him and Kara would be ruthlessly judged on merit, and both now set themselves to designing the perfect SMG.

Neither engineer was working in a vacuum, and in the case of Gal there was clear inspiration. In the late 1940s, the Czech firearms manufacturer Ceskoslovenska Zbrojovka (CZ) began production of an innovative series of blowback SMGs, the CZ (or Samopal – Sa.) 23, 24, 25 and 26, designed primarily by one Vaclav Holecek. Two features in particular distinguished the CZ SMGs. First, the magazine inserted directly into the pistol grip, rather than sitting in a separate housing in front of the trigger guard. This positioning was enabled by virtue of the gun’s second critical feature, a telescoping bolt. In this design, the front section of the bolt was tubular, and wrapped around the rear end of the barrel when chambering and firing the cartridge. The value of this design was that it retained the appropriate bolt mass to control the rearward forces of blowback operation, but the tubular design meant that the overall length of the gun could be reduced.
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The early versions of the Uzi came with a wooden stock, which could be removed if desired. The stock could also hold a cleaning rod and a bottle of gun oil behind the butt plate. (Cody Images)

Thousands of the CZ series SMGs were exported to the Middle East, including Israel, where they provided inspiration to Gal and Kara as they battled to give the IDF its new weapon. In the early 1950s, both men submitted weapons to competitive trials. Kara’s contribution was the 9mm Kara Model K-12. Like the CZ firearms, the K-12 was a blowback, telescoping bolt design, feeding from a 20- or 40-round magazine inserted into the pistol grip (although Kara’s early prototypes were of conventional front-magazine layout). It was a decent gun – easy to fire and strip, and made with high-quality manufacturing processes. Ironically, here was its problem. For a young nation with an emerging economy, the K-12 looked an expensive option. Gal’s contribution, however, worked along the same general principles but its design was based on cheaper and quicker stamped metal construction, and it avoided the fine tolerances of the K-12, which made it more rugged for field use. It also had 12 fewer parts than the K-12, further reducing costs.

[image: images]

A key influence on the design of the Uzi was the weapon seen here, the Czech CZ 25. As we can see, it incorporated the pistol-grip housing for the magazine and a folding stock, and it also utilized a telescoping bolt. (Cody Images)
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An Uzi issued to the Dutch Army during the 1980s. The colouration around the muzzle possibly indicates that it is a training weapon. The Netherlands was the first country after Israel to order the Uzi for its armed forces. (Cody Images)

In 1951, a total of 12 K-12s and five ‘Uzis’ were put through trials, testing out their endurance and performance in the grinding conditions of the desert. Taking into account all factors, the Uzi was the clear winner and it was selected for further development. In an interesting aside, Gal was actually resistant to the idea of his name being modified for use as the gun’s title – he was evidently overridden. Gal patented the weapon in 1952, although with production rights granted to the Israeli Ministry of Defense, and the Uzi went through further trials and field testing. Eventually, in March 1954, the Ordnance Corps placed an order for 8,000 Uzis and 80,000 magazines. The Uzi was now in service.

DESIGN OF THE UZI

Internal mechanism

The Uzi offered a revolutionary package to the front-line soldier. It was easy to fire and control, even though it could spew out 9×19mm Parabellum cartridges at a cyclical rate of 600rpm. By locating the magazine in the pistol grip, the centre of gravity sat neatly and directly in the hand, even allowing for controllable one-handed firing. The magazine location also had the advantage of intuitive reloading in night-time conditions or under the stresses of combat – the soldier simply had to remember the ‘hand-finds-hand’ principle. An Uzi could be field stripped in seconds, and by having only a small number of parts the gun was less fiddly to maintain in the field, with a reduced chance of losing an integral item.

Looking at the design in more detail, the Uzi is, as already noted, a blowback weapon with a telescoping breech-block. The original, standard Uzi is an open-bolt gun, meaning that once the gun is loaded and cocked, the breech-block is held to the rear position by the trigger sear. When the trigger is pulled, the sear releases the breech-block, which drives forward under the power of the return spring. As it moves, the lower edge of the breech-block catches the uppermost cartridge in the magazine stack, pushing against the top edge of the cartridge base. The breech-block continues onwards now with the cartridge, and as it does so the cartridge contacts a feed ramp, which lifts it upwards slightly to guide it into the mouth of the chamber, at the same time stripping the cartridge clear of the magazine. Completing its travel, the breech-block now comes to a stop at the mouth of the chamber, the tubular part wrapping around the rear section of the barrel. Note that at this moment the extractors rise and the base of the cartridge moves into a recess in the breech-block, which holds the firing pin. As the breech-block comes to a stop, the firing pin strikes the percussion cap in the base of the cartridge and the weapon fires.
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Like the original Uzi, this Mini Uzi has an open-bolt configuration. We can also see the simplicity of the barrel mounting, secured in place by a large barrel retaining nut, seen on the far left of this view. The Mini Uzi, introduced in 1980, was also offered as a closed-bolt model. (Israel Weapon Industries)

Half of the Uzi’s action is now complete; the gun now needs to extract and eject the empty case and reload. The pressures of cartridge ignition create recoil and a rearward pressure on the breech-block, whose mass keeps the empty case in situ until the bullet has left the barrel and the pressures have dropped to safe levels. Then the breech-block starts its rearward journey against the tension of the return spring. At the same time, an extractor claw grips the base rim of the spent case, keeping the case in the breech-block until it is level with the rear face of the ejection port, on the right-hand side of the receiver. At this point an ejector mechanism strikes the base of the cartridge, pivoting it around the extractor and pushing the case out through the ejection port. (Note that as the breech-block moves past the magazine, the magazine spring pushes up the stack of rounds to present a new cartridge ready for firing.)

The breech-block continues backwards in the Uzi until it comes to the rear of the receiver, the return spring having built up considerable pressure. The spring then drives the breech-block back forward. One of two things now happens. The Uzi has three fire modes, controlled by a sliding selector switch on the left side of the weapon, at the top of the pistol grip. It has three settings – A, R and S – denoted on a scale above the selector switch: A = ‘Automatic’ (full-auto fire, i.e. continuous fire with a single trigger pull); R = ‘Repetition’ (semi-auto fire, i.e. one shot fired with each trigger pull); S = ‘Safety’ (unable to fire). If the selector is set to A, the breechblock makes a full journey forward to strip and fire another cartridge; the cycle will continue as long as the trigger is held down. If the selector is set to R, the sear in the trigger engages the breech-block and holds it in the rear position, only to be released with another pull of the trigger.

From the ground up, the Uzi was built to be rigorously safe, and all variants have three levels of safety mechanism. The ‘S’ setting on the selector switch prevents the trigger from being depressed in conventional fashion, but at the back of the pistol grip is also a grip safety mechanism. This has to be squeezed in by the action of gripping the pistol grip before the gun will fire, protecting against discharges if the gun is knocked or dropped. A final level of safety is provided by a ratcheting safety feature on the cocking mechanism, which prevents the gun from firing if the bolt is released accidentally during the cocking procedure.
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The selector switch and the pistol grip of Uzi weapons follow a common format (although the letters above the selector can change depending on the country). Note the grip safety feature on the back of the pistol grip. (Israel Weapon Industries)


Standard Uzi 9mm SMG specifications

Weight

Submachine gun with metal stock: 3.5kg

Submachine gun with wooden stock: 3.6kg

Magazine, 25 rounds, empty: 200g

Magazine, 25 rounds, loaded: 500g

Magazine, 32 rounds, empty: 220g

Magazine, 32 rounds, loaded: 600g

Length

Overall, metal or wooden stock: 650mm

Metal stock folded: 470mm

Barrel: 260mm

Mechanical features

Rifling: 4 grooves, right-hand twist, 1 turn in 254mm 

Method of operation: Blowback

Type of mechanism: Breechbolt

Method of feeding: Magazine

Cooling: Air

Ammunition

Calibre: 9mm Parabellum

Type: Ball and/or tracer

Firing characteristics

Muzzle velocity, approx.: 410m/sec

Rate of fire: 600rpm

Sights

Sight line radius: 309mm

Front sight: Post type, with protective battle sight guard

Rear sight: Aperture ‘L’ flip type, set for 100m and 200m, with protective battle sight guard

Source: Israel Military Industries Ltd, Uzi 9mm Submachine Gun: Instruction Manual, Ramat Hasharon: IWI (n.d.)



External features

Moving from the internal to the external parts of the Uzi, the first generation of Uzis were fitted with solid, quick-detachable wooden stocks, fitted to the gun via an I-shaped bracket. Note that some of these early stocks came with apertures drilled into them for holding a cleaning rod and an oil bottle. In total, about four varieties of the wooden stock were produced, each with slightly different dimensions and profiles.

A critical change in stock configuration for the Uzi came in 1967, when the wooden stock was replaced by a folding metal version. The first of the metal stocks was a hinged two-section folding type that, when put away, swung up flat beneath the rear of the receiver. To open this stock, the user simply slapped the butt plate in a downward and forward direction to disengage the stock from its holding catch; then he gripped the butt plate and pulled it rearwards, snapping out the stock until it locked into place. The system was durable and convenient (it also shaved 0.1kg off the gun’s total weight), and it gave greater concealability and portability for special forces, paratroopers and security units. Over its lifetime, the Uzi has received several other types of stock, many within the context of civilian and security markets. These include modern polymer versions of the original wooden stocks, and plastic models with rubber butt plates.

THE UZI EXPLODED 

Key

1  Screw, stud cocking lever

2  Spring washer

3  Stud, cocking lever handle

4  Cocking handle

5  Cover assembly

6  Cocking lever

7  Spring, cocking lever

8  Breech-block

9  Return spring assembly

10  Extractor

11  Pin, extractor

12  Nut, screw backsight

13  Backsight

14  Spring, backsight

15  Body assembly

16  Screw, backsight

17  Barrel

18  Barrel retaining nut

19  Barrel catch

20  Spring control barrel catch

21  Foresight

22  Nut, foresight

23  Spring washer, foresight

24  Catch, cover

25  Spring, catch cover

26  Catch, butt

27  Screw, butt assembly catch

28  Metal butt assembly (folding)

29  Quick-detachable wooden stock

30  Housing for trigger group and magazine

31  Change lever

32  Spring, plunger safety

33  Automatic safety, pistol grip

34  Spring, safety

35  Knob, operating change lever

36  Pistol grip, right half

37  Nut, foregrip

38  Foregrip, right half

39  Foregrip, left half

40  Screw, foregrip

41  Spring, trigger frame

42  Sear

43  Pin, sear

44  Spring, trigger

45  Trigger

46  Pin, trigger

47  Pin, intermediate sear lever

48  Lever, intermediate, sear

49  Pin securing trigger frame

50  Catch, magazine

51  Spring, catch magazine

52  Pin, catch magazine

53  Pistol grip, left half

54  Screws, pistol grip

55  Magazine

56  Magazine spring platform

57  Magazine spring

58  Magazine spring base

59  Magazine baseplate

60  Blade, bayonet

61  Grip, right, bayonet

62  Screw assembly, bayonet

63  Grip, left, bayonet

64  Nut, screw assembly, bayonet

65  Nut, plunger bayonet

66  Spring, plunger bayonet

67  Plunger, bayonet

68  Spring, scabbard bayonet

69  Scabbard, bayonet

70  Screw, spring scabbard, bayonet
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Security guards conduct a patrol with their Uzis. The shoulder straps are a useful addition, as they keep the Uzis perfectly ready at belt height, from where they could be fired from the hip if necessary. (Cody Images)

Turning to sights, the original Uzi came with basic but functional factory-zeroed iron sights. The front sight consisted of a simple steel blade protected by two deep steel guards on either side. It was this sight that was adjustable for windage and elevation, requiring special tools to loosen the foresight screw and make the alterations. The rear sight, also protected by high metal wings, was a diopter type (a small, adjustable aperture), which could be flipped between 100m and 200m range as required. The sights were solid and dependable, worked effectively over the given ranges and gave rapid target acquisition for snap-shooting.

Uzis were available with two magazine types – a standard 25-round version with a fully loaded weight of 500g, and a larger capacity 32-round magazine weighing 600g. The length of the magazine was kept in check by a double-stack design.

In terms of general external appearance, the Uzi was a triumph of simplicity and combat-minded design. The magazine release catch sat on the bottom left side of the pistol grip, making it simple to reach with the thumb of the left hand, but kept out of the way during firing. Its receiver was a simple pressed-steel body, with fittings for an optional sling if required, and the cocking handle ran through a groove on the top of the receiver, within easy reach of the left hand. A short ribbed section beneath the front sight served as a foregrip, from which a short section of barrel protruded, held in place by a large barrel retaining nut. Accessories at first were limited, but they included a short bayonet, locked over the muzzle with a crossguard ring and engaged with a stud at the front of the foregrip.

EVOLUTION AND VARIANTS

The qualities of the Uzi, for both military and security use, soon caught the eye of international markets. Such was the confidence of IMI that in 1955 an Uzi was submitted into weapons trials against some of Europe’s greatest submachine guns, the rival designs being the German MP 40, the Swedish Carl Gustav, the Danish Madsen and the British Sterling. All were decent 9mm designs, but only the Uzi survived the trial without being disqualified.

In 1956 came the Uzi’s first big foreign order, when the Dutch Army bought thousands of Uzis as a complement to its standard infantry rifle, the 7.62×51mm NATO FN FAL. It quickly became clear to the authorities at IMI that the Uzi needed some additional manufacturing muscle behind it. Therefore, in 1958, IMI made an agreement with the Belgian manufacturer of the FN FAL, FN Herstal, who received a licence to produce and sell the Uzi, as long as all sales were approved by IMI in advance. The FN agreement helped galvanize the Uzi’s distribution during the 1960s and 1970s, pitching military sales to special forces, paratroopers and vehicle crews – the latter benefited from the Uzi’s small dimensions, which made it convenient to store within the confines of a tank or armoured personnel carrier.

Another boost for Uzi sales came in the 1960s with its adoption as the standard SMG for the US Secret Service. Furthermore, during the following decade Rhodesia also became one of the licensed producers of Uzis, giving the weapon greater access to African markets. A press statement by an IMI official in 1982 declared that since manufacture of the Uzi began in 1953 (in which year alone Israel made $600,000 worth of small-arms exports), one million Uzis had been sold to foreign governments or law-enforcement agencies, contributing to IMI exports worth $300 million in 1981 alone. For large-scale orders, an individual Uzi was selling for about $350 on the export market in the early 1980s.
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The Uzi’s export successes included Latin America. Here, a haul of weapons from Operation Urgent Fury, the US-led invasion of Grenada in 1983, includes this standard Uzi, with its barrel removed to render it useless to any potential resistance fighters. (Cody Images)
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Uzis have seen all manner of service, conventional and unconventional. The Uzi Carbine here is held by a US Navy officer, who has acquired one for a weapons familiarization exercise on the carrier USS Kitty Hawk in 1983. (Cody Images)

Despite the evident success of the Uzi, the 1970s and early 1980s began to bring a slowdown in sales globally (although as we shall see there were rises in specific markets). There were many factors involved, not least the explosive distribution of the AK-47 (about which we shall say more in the following chapter), and the mounting popularity of the American M16 assault rifle. The overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 1979 also wiped out another major customer. Domestic demand for the Uzi also went into a decline.

IMI’s resolution of the problem was not only to foster new clients for the Uzi (which it did), but also to revive the Uzi design itself. In 1979, IMI introduced a civilian, semi-auto version of the Uzi, thereby neatly bypassing the ban on imports of military surplus weapons passed in the United States as part of the 1968 Gun Control Act. Distributed from 1980 in the United States by Action Arms, the semi-auto Uzi versions came with 409mm barrels to meet the minimum rifle barrel requirement for civilian weapons. (Action Arms also imported full-auto Uzis for the military and law-enforcement markets.) In addition, the weapons were fitted with the more complex closed-bolt system (see box opposite), which put up extra barriers to anyone furtively inclined to convert his weapon to full-auto. Two models of the ‘Uzi Carbine’ were shipped into the United States, Models A and B, the latter incorporating minor differences from the Model A in sight adjustment, firing pin safety mechanism, sling swivel stud and other features. In both civilian and security markets in the United States, the Uzi began to appear in different calibres to broaden its appeal, including .45 ACP, .22 LR (as a conversion kit) and .41 AE.

Mini and Micro Uzis

The greatest change in the direction of the Uzi came with the introduction of the Mini Uzi in 1980. To appeal more broadly to special forces and elite security units, IMI significantly reduced the dimensions of the standard weapon. The original Uzi has a stock-folded length of 470mm; the Mini Uzi takes that down to just 360mm. Weight is reduced by replacing the relatively heavy two-section folding stock of the standard Uzi with a lightweight one-piece wire stock, fitted to the receiver via a hinged bracket.

Compared to the standard Uzi, the Mini Uzi also has critical differences in its internal workings. Most significantly, the gun is available in either open-bolt or closed-bolt configurations. In the open-bolt version, the firing pin remains an integral part of the breech-block, as on the conventional Uzi. In the closed-bolt weapon, the breech-block features a separate spring-loaded firing pin, carried by a firing-pin guide. Cocking the weapon chambers a round, with the bolt seated around the breech, and pulling the trigger releases just the firing pin, resulting in a faster lock time (the time between pulling the trigger and a cartridge firing) and therefore a more accurate and stable shooting platform.

There are several external differences between the Mini and standard Uzi, apart from the reduction in dimensions. The sights are redesigned, with both the front and rear sights being adjustable. At the barrel end, a noticeable distinction is a muzzle compensator, consisting of two compensating vent slots cut into the top of the barrel, which divert gas upward to counteract barrel climb during full-auto fire. Such a feature was necessary on the Mini Uzi, as the reduction in weight of its internal moving parts, plus design refinements, give it an official cyclical rate of fire of around 1,100rpm – this means that it can run through a 32-round magazine in just over two seconds. Note also that although the Mini Uzi could take the standard 25- and 32-round Uzi magazines, a special 20-round magazine was also made available.


Open bolt and closed bolt

Whether a gun fires from an open bolt or a closed bolt is a central decision in the design of a submachine gun. An open bolt is held back from the breech prior to firing, so when the trigger is pulled the bolt runs forward (under the pressure of the return spring), strips a cartridge from the magazine, chambers and fires it, all in one movement. The advantage of the open bolt is that there are fewer moving parts involved, making the gun simpler to manufacture and maintain. Open-bolt guns also stay cooler under intense firing, reducing the risk of a round in the chamber ‘cooking-off’ from barrel heat, and the user doesn’t have to pull a bolt back against a stiff return spring to clear the chamber if necessary. The key disadvantage with an open-bolt gun is that there is a heavy shift of mass when the trigger is pulled, as the bolt slams forward, and combined with generally increased vibrations such guns tend to be inaccurate, and hard to keep on target. Closed-bolt guns chamber the first round when the gun is cocked, with the bolt forward and seated on the breech. When the trigger is pulled, only the firing pin (or hammer) and its spring move forward, both of light mass and therefore having minimal effect on the point of aim. Closed-bolt guns are known for their accuracy, particularly important in very fast-firing SMGs. Closed-bolt guns are generally more complex than open-bolt guns, so they tend to cost more to produce and are more demanding to maintain, with increased possibilities of jamming. Such guns are also in greater danger of overheating and cooking-off rounds, although this issue is rarely a problem in SMGs, as the atmospheric pressure of pistol cartridges is generally insufficient to cause adverse temperature build-up.

[image: images]

This dismantled closed-bolt Mini Uzi provides a good view of the main parts, including the long recoil spring pointing directly into the firing-pin guide. The butt of the folding stock projects down from the right side of the receiver. (Israel Weapon Industries)



[image: images]

The Mini Uzi seen in full profile, with its side-swinging folding stock extended. The selector switch is in the ‘S’ safe position, and the gun has Picatinny rails mounted on the top and beneath the muzzle. (Israel Weapon Industries)

Such impressive firepower was clearly aimed at the law-enforcement and security services, and the US market for the guns was again tapped into via the Uzi importer Action Arms. By the mid-1980s, the US Mini Uzis were available in closed-bolt, open-bolt and heavy-bolt versions, the latter reducing the gun’s rate of fire. Action Arms also began importing a semi-auto version in 1987, to bypass federal firearms regulations and sell the Mini Uzi to the civilian market.

[image: images]

This close-up view of a Micro Uzi shows just how compact the weapon is. Despite its size, it is still capable of controlled fire at cyclical rates of up to 1,700rpm. (Cody Images)

Yet the Uzi’s reduction in size was by no means finished. In 1986 IMI unveiled an even smaller version – the appropriately named Micro Uzi. In this version, the dimensions strained down towards the limits of ingenuity. With its stock extended, the original Micro Uzi measured 486mm, but with the stock folded forward against the receiver the total length from the muzzle to the end of the receiver was just 282mm. Empty weight was a mere 2.2kg (the original Uzi had weighed 3.6kg). The original Micro Uzi, firing from an open bolt, had an impressive rate of fire of up to 1,700rpm, although in later closed-bolt models this was reduced to 1,050rpm.


Mini and Micro Uzi data



	 
	Mini Uzi OB (STD)
	Mini Uzi CB (STD)
	Mini Uzi CB (SF)
	Micro Uzi CB (SF)




Mechanical features



	Cartridge
	9×19mm Parabellum



	Operation
	Blowback, selective fire OBP or CBP*



	Firing mode
	Semi-auto, auto



	Feeding
	20-, 25- and 32-round box magazine



	Barrel rifling
	4 grooves, right-hand twist, 1 turn in 254mm
	 
	 






	Weight
	 
	 
	 



	Weapon only
	2.65kg
	2.65kg
	2.80kg
	2.20kg



	Lengths
	 
	 
	 



	Barrel
	197mm
	197mm
	197mm
	134mm



	Overall length – stock extended
	588mm
	588mm
	588mm
	504mm



	Overall length – stock folded
	360mm
	360mm
	360mm
	282mm



	Firing characteristics
	 
	 
	 



	Muzzle velocity (approx.)
	380m/sec
	380m/sec
	380m/sec
	350m/sec



	Rate of fire (approx.)
	1,100rpm
	1,150rpm
	1,150rpm
	1,050rpm



	Sight
	 
	 
	 



	Sight line radius
	235 degrees
	235 degrees
	235 degrees
	184 degrees






	Front sight
	Post type (adjustable for elevation)



	Rear sight
	Aperture, ‘L’ flip type (adjustable for windage)






	Silencer option
	Yes
	No
	No
	Yes




* OBP = Open-bolt position; CBP = Closed-bolt position

Source: IWI document ‘Mini and Micro Uzi SMG 9mm’.



The new Micro Uzi offered a uniquely powerful but controllable SMG to the special forces and law-enforcement worlds, and alongside the Mini Uzi it remains a popular product to this day. In fact, only the Mini and Micro Uzi remain in production with Israel Weapon Industries (IWI), although standard Uzis are still available as refurbished models. (IWI was originally part of IMI, but it was bought by the SK Group in 2005, since when it has been operating as a private company.) Full-size Uzis are also manufactured under licence in the United States.

Both the Mini and Micro Uzis offered platforms for additional improvements, including ‘Special Forces’ (SF) versions with Picatinny rails (an extremely popular and flexible rail system for mounting accessories) fitted. In recent years, IWI also brought out a new version of the Micro Uzi, specially created for use by Israeli elite units, particularly those involved with hostage-rescue operations and other close-quarters battle (CQB) actions. Known as the Uzi Pro, it operates on the same principles as the closed-bolt Micro Uzi, but with some distinct enhancements in terms of furniture and layout. One of the most obvious changes is the ‘assault grip’, essentially a large extended trigger guard in thick, impact-resistant black polymer. This extends down to the bottom of the pistol grip, allowing the gun to be used comfortably with all manner of gloves. (Among the principal clients for the Uzi Pro are Israel’s fast-roping hostage-rescue teams, who by the nature of their deployment technique must wear gloves to protect their hands from rope abrasion.) The hand guard extends up under the front of the receiver and barrel, where it forms a mount for taking flashlights and laser pointers. In total, the Uzi Pro has no fewer than four Picatinny rails mounted around its small frame to take a variety of optical and night-vision sights, and other combat tools to enhance its performance. The largest of the rails is mounted on the top of the gun, so the cocking handle has been moved from the top of the receiver to the left-hand side. (The Mini Uzi is also now available with side-cocking.)

[image: images]

The Uzi Pro is a major new incarnation of the Uzi, revealed for the first time at the Eurosatory show in 2010. Its integral Picatinny rails make it capable of multiple different configurations. (Israel Weapon Industries)

The Uzi Pro has a host of other features to enhance its CQB performance, and maintain its relevance to special forces. Its barrel is threaded to take a suppressor if required. In fact, a variety of suppressors have been and are available for all sizes of Uzi, although their fitment can radically alter the centre of balance on such a small weapon. The standard front and rear sights are self-illuminating for night-time use.

The Uzi Pistol

Another Uzi variant deserving of a special mention, this time looking back to the commercial civilian market, is the Uzi Pistol. Here was another scaled-down Uzi, produced by IMI during the early 1980s and brought to the US market by Action Arms in 1984. As its title suggests, this weapon is a de facto semi-auto pistol, although it is still very recognizably of the Uzi stable. In its shortening, the Uzi Pistol exceeds even the compression of the Micro Uzi, measuring a mere 240mm from the rear of the receiver to the muzzle – it is not fitted with a folding stock.

[image: images]

The Uzi Pistol, essentially a semi-auto-only Micro Uzi without a stock. (Terry Ashe/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)

As an aside, it is interesting to look at the reductions in barrel length between the standard Uzi and the Uzi Pistol. While the standard Uzi has a 260mm barrel, the Mini Uzi reduced this to 197mm and the Micro Uzi still further to 134mm. At only 115mm, the barrel of the Uzi Pistol is less than half the length of the original Uzi’s, and in fact is only 1mm longer than that of a Glock 17 pistol. The weapon illustrates how easily Uziel Gal’s early design could be scaled down, depending on requirements.

This whistle-stop tour through the principal versions of the Uzi SMG does not entirely do justice to the variations on a theme that have characterized the Uzi range. By having a life in both civilian and military markets, and in its negotiations of various firearms laws in the United States and other places, the Uzi has seen all manner of local modifications and prototypes – even a version capable of firing rifle grenades. The huge range of accessories available can also transform the Uzi in both appearance and performance, not always positively in the most excessive examples. The Uzi has further been offered, as we have seen, in a variety of calibres, and non-standard conversion kits can widen the range of available calibres to include .40 S&W and 10mm Auto.

What cannot be doubted, however, is the weapon’s overall success in the marketplace. During its heyday beween the 1960s and the 1980s, it became the world’s most popular SMG for law enforcement and special forces, only gradually bumped from the top slot by the Heckler & Koch MP5. Including all variants and unlicensed copies, more than ten million units have been made, making it one of history’s most mass-produced weapons.

1 Hogg, Israeli War Machine, p.15
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