Weapons of War-—Machine Guns

The 1914 machine gun, usually positioned on a flat tripod, would require a gun
crew of four to six operators. In theory they could fire 400-600 small-caliber

\ rounds per minute, a figure that was to more than double by the war's end, with
rounds fed via a fabric belt or a metal strip.
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The reality however was that these early machine guns would rapidly overheat
and become inoperative without the aid of cooling mechanisms; they were
consequently fired in short rather than sustained bursts. Cooling generally took
one of two forms: water cooled and air cooled. Water jackets would provided for
the former (which held around one gallon of liquid) and air vents would be built
into the machine gun for the latter.

Water cooled machine guns would still overheat relatively quickly (sometimes
within two minutes), with the consequence that large supplies of water would
need to be on hand in the heat of a battle - and, when these ran out, it was not
unknown for a machine gun crew to solve the problem by urinating into the
jacket.

Whether air or water cooled, machine guns still jammed frequently, especially in
hot conditions or when used by inexperienced operators.

Consequently machine guns would often be grouped together to maintain a
constant defensive position.
Estimates of their equivalent, accurate, rifle firepower varied, with some estimating

a single machine gun to be worth as many as 60-100 rifles: a more consensual
figure is around 80, still an.impressively high figure.

In‘designing his machine gun, Hiram Maxim utilized a simple concept. The gas
produced by the explosion of powder in each machine gun cartridge created
recoil which served to continuously operate the machine gun mechanism. No
external power was needed. His inijtial design, which was water-cooled and belt
fed, allowed-for a theoretical rate of fire of up to 600 rounds per minute (half
that number in practice). It was heavy however, weighing in at 62kg.

When established in fixed strong points sited specifically to cover potential
enemy attack routes, the machine gun proved a fearsome defensive weapon.
Enemy infantry assaults upon such positions invariably proved highly costly.







