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William Delisle, circa 1980, with his .22-caliber prototype.
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John A. Minnery

Special-unit troop with a modified Del.isle.

hen the British got blasted
out of Europe in 1940,
scrambling their ragged

collection of survivors through the
lethal funnel of Dunkirk, somebody
inWhitehall finally reasoned that the
time-saving tactics of terrorist war-
fare were now of use.

“Let the commandoes begin,”
someone ordered.

“Red Indian raids” is what the
Germans called Britain's first quick
‘n' dirty commando hits across the
Channel. When the small boats and
throttled-back Lysander aircralt
began dropping more agents, sahao-
teurs, and other commando nasties
behind the lines in France, the
German response changed shrilly to
“gangsters and killers.”

Amid all this deadly chaos we find a
quiet, dignified professional engineer
named William Godfrey DeLisle, a
longtime British eivil servant, who
designed one of the most effective
and efficient quiet killers of that
war..a flrearm so good it is still in use
today, nearly a half-century later.

Ever hear of the Delisle carbine?
Unknown except to serlous students
of ordnance. the DeLtsle carbine
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remains one of the most effectlve
suppressed special-mission weapons
ever designed,

The Britlsh commando need early
In the war was for a firearm that
would kill a man relatively quietly at
50 to 100 meters — beyond the range
of a knife or garrotte. The design had
to be accurate, lethal, compact, and
quiet. The Delisle was all of those.

The design and construction of the
weapon was a modification of existing
equipment with DeLisle's very effec-
tive suppressor built into the unit.
Essentially, the DeLisle carbine con-
sists of the action of an Enfleld
service rifle fitted with a 45 caliber
Thompson SMG barrel, a 1911A1
Colt pistol magazine, and the DeLisle
suppressor. The American .45 ACP
round, which met the ballistic
requirements for a silenced weapon,
was already in the British supply
system for lend-lease Thompson
submachine guns, and also had the
exacl case diameter as the standard
-303 round used by the Enfleld.

The DelLisle approach was new in
that the entire weapon was built
around the suppressor mode, instead
of the usual modification of an

existing weapon to be used with a
suppressor. What DelLisle did. basle-
ally, was to cut a standard Enflield
service rifle where the barrel met the
receiver, then bore out the receiver
end to accept a turned-down
Thompson submachine-gun barrel.
He also shortened the bolt by 50mm.
Additional machining of the barrel
permitted a full seating of the car-
tridge and the use of the Enfield
extractor. The charger bridge was
removed, and the issue box magazine
was replaced by a modified housing
to accept the M1911A1 pistol mag-
azine.

The suppressor itsell was a modifi-
cation of the basic Maxim design,
with two expansion chambers and an
ingeniously simple spiral diffusion
system in which the 13 duraluminum
baffles are mounted and spaced on
two threaded rods running parallel to
the barrel. This systemn created perfect
alignment with the bore and served
as a rigid support for the baffles. The
outer casing for this suppressor is a
large, excellent design which retained
a high volume of gases inside the
unit, thus permitting maximum
gquieting.

One of his improvements on the
Maxim design is this baffling
arrangement. Delisle designed his
suppressor so that the bullet path is
above the center of the baffling
system; this “tends to disturb the
gases a lot less, making for more
effective quieting,” he says.

DeLisle designed his suppressor
for minimal maintenance. Although
it cannot be "shot out.” as is the case
with units using wipes or other
designs involving packing materials,
the DeLisle suppressor does need to
be cleaned, and is easily disassembled
for cleaning with an appropriate
solvent.

His experimental prototype carbine
was a.22-caliber weapon, 29.3 inches
long with a 7.5-inch barrel encloscd
in the outer barrel casing. The muzzle
flared into what Del.isle described as
a "German Nozzle” to induce the
escaping gases to circulate properly.

Equipped with a WWl-vintage tele-
scopic sight, this prototype weapon
was “field tested” mainly on such live
targets as rabbits and other small
game at his rural Berkshire Downs
home. (According to DelLisle, “Food
rationing was most extreme at the
time, and the fresh meat on the
dinner table was most welcome,”)

In 1943, DelLisle was invited to
bring his silenced autoloader to
London for examination by Major Sir
Malcolm Campbell of Combined
Operations HQ. The first unofficial
firing was done from the top of the
Adelphi building into the Thames
River.

According to DeLisle's biographer,
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British Patent Office

A copy of original artwork filed by William G. Delisle to patent his unique,

suppressed .45-caliber carbine in 1943,

[an Skennerton, Combined Opera-
tions officials were quite impressed
and asked DeLjsle to fabricatea 9mm
version for special missions. Because
of ballistic problems in quieting a
8mm cartridge, the engineer advised
against this. The military insisted,
however. and DeLisle did produce
one abortive 9mm prototype which
did not work well mechanically,
baJhstlca]ly or audioclogically, The
Smm project was quickly scrapped,

Sir Malcolm Campbell and DeLisle
had several other meetings to discuss
the needs and uses for the silencer-
equipped carbine, and their talk
turned to ammunition. Despite the
9mm prototype failure, Campbell still
[avored that cartridge and pointed

-‘Technical speci;l’ications of the ‘major DeI.isle carbim_a

out the excelience of the Sten MKIIS,
a very effectively silenced 9mm sub-
machine gun.

The stubbomn vet innovative DeLisle
stuck to his guns, too, and built a
prototype .45 verslon of his sup-
pressed carbine at the Bapty and Co.
arms works in London. Delisle
reasoncd that the 45 ACP cartridge
was already subsonic and the heavier
slug had remarkable stopping power
at the short range of cperations
planned for this weapon.

It was soon apparent that com-
mando interest was in the 45-caliber
prototype. Del.isle submitted this
profotype to Camphbell for testing in
May of 1943, and the first unofficial
tests were carried oul at the Atlantic

typas== develo ed and producad during WWII :

seashore at a 50-yard range. According
to Del.isle, “The sound was unlike
that of a firearm being discharged
and was pald scant attention, Even
on adark night no muzzle flash could
be observed.”

Thrilled with the new-weapon con-
cept, Camphbell sent DeLisle an official
letter on 18 May 1943, asking for
additional weapons for formal range
tests “as soon as possible..with the
least possible delay.”

Campbell wrote, ""The matter
appears to be very urgent and there-
fore I do suggest thal you complete
these weapons and return to me the
original rifle as soon as you can to
enable me to pass them on to the
interested partics with the least
possible delay.”

In the summerof 1943, DeLisle and
his carbines were tried and tested by
the members of the Ordnance Board.

DeLisle brought two weapons for
testing: his .45 prototype and his
original .22 caliber version.

In the tests, the officers reported an
accuracy of a two-inch group at 50
yards for the .45-caliber weapon.
They reported the flash was “nil” and
that the sound level was “inaudible”
at 50 vards.

One story (perhaps true, perhaps
not) appears in at Icast one brief
accournt of that testing series:

“The source states that he was
ordered to accompany a senior
officer of the Senlor Service to
perform the trials, which were to
take place in the presence of the
inventor and Sir Malcolm
Campbell in the grounds of the
Latter's estate.

“At the conclusion of a serles of
maore or less orthodox firings, in
which the weapon achieved the

© 8 1b. 4% oz.
.. 7 rounds

‘Ford Dagenham
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necessary standards with some
ease, the representatives of
C.O.HQ. were asked whether they
wished to see any further tests, or
to handle the weapon themselves.
The senior officer of the Senlor
Service replied that he would.
Upon receiving the plece in his
hands he Immediately brought it
to his shoulder, presented it at
one of a number of ducks which
were feeding on the other side of
the lake at a range estimated by
the Source at 400 yds.. and fired.
The ducks, less one, thereupon
became alrborne and withdrew. A
smal boat was dispatched to
recover the body of the victim,
which was found on examination
to have dled from a large calibre
gunshot wound in the neck. The
senior officer of the Senior Service
regarded it with enthusiasm for a
minute or so and then remarked,
Tm rather out of practice, so
perhaps it's hardly fair to blame
the gun. Actually, I aimed at the
head.'

“In spite of this contretemps,
the accuracy was considered
adequate and the carbine was
accepted for service.”

After the successful range testing,
both Campbell and DeLisle wanted to
get some field testing under combat
conditions. Combined Operations
Issued an order for DeLisle to tum
out a small number of his .45 caliber
carbines for use by commandoes in
raids on the French coast.

Seventeen of these DeLisle carbines

were produced at the Ford Dagen- -

ham factory in London (Campbell,
incidentally. sat on the board of
directors of that company). DeLisle
was quickly ordered out of the Air
Ministry “on loan for this special
pPreject” and was assisted by twa
factory foremen and a few machinists
to turn out these "production proto-
types.”

According to Skennerton., the stocks
and receivers were from used and
rejected SMLE rifles and spare
Thompson SMG barrels. There were
many obvious differences between
these early models and the later
production runs produced at the
Sterling plant, e.g., sights. muzzle,
forestock wood. and magazine guide,
In addition, the outer suppressor
tubes in these first models were steel
with a phosphated finish, while later
preduction models were made from
an alloy.

Each original weapon was 8
pounds, 434 ounces unloaded with an
overall length of 37.2 inches. The
sighting radius was 13.6 inches, and
each weapon held 7 rounds of .45
ACP ammunition {n an MI9IIAI pistol
magazine. The suppressor unit was
15 inches long and 2'% inches in
GUNG-HO/June, 84

diameter.

These 17 handmade Del.isles were
moved from London directly to
specially-trained commando experts,
where they were put into immediate
combat use on what were termed at
that time “recon and destruction
ralds” into occupied France.

On 12 January 1944, DcLisle was
advised by the secretary of the
Ordnance Board that "trials to date
have shown promise for your desi gn.”
The irony of this situation was that
while 17 other DeLisle carbines were
In action with the commandoes,
spilling bloed under hit ‘n’ run
missions, sterile range tests were
being properly conducted by properly
starched officers.

The official report of the Trial
Board shows that Delisle carbine
functioned correctly in all positions
and test situations. Its accuracy was
rated as "'not up to standard.”
although this objectlon was quickly

against two Stenll MKIIS SMGs. Not
only was the DeLisle “far less noisy.”
according Lo the official report, “but,
iLis also the more accurate by a large
degree and is much easier to clean.”

In the same tests. scoring for
endurance using 500-round test
groups of ten repetitions for a total of
5000 rounds, the DeLisle again was
tops. However. the suppresser became
very dirty and nearly impossibie to
remove. This, of course, can also be
interpreted as the unit doing its job.
DelLisle said, “I told them the units
would need to be cleaned within a few
hundred rounds. I never claimed it
would fire 5000 rounds and be spot-
less..no effective silencer will do
that.”

The Sten units were also “filthy
and most difficult to remove for
maintenance.” according to the report.
Today, of course. experts know that
weapons using suppressors require
cleaning after 200 to 800 rounds,

Gen. Ray Peerstries the WerBell-designed 9mm Destroyer carbine in Vietnam.
The weapon was an updated version of the Delisle.
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corrected with a change of sights.
The penetration tests were well be-
yond what was anticipated. accord-
Ing to the official report,

However, the sound reduction of
the DeLisle is where the weapon
really came through in its trials.
Firing tests were conduected com-
paring a Sten MklI, a Sten MkIIS, and
a DeLisle. The results showed that
the issue Sten was recorded by
instruments at 125 dB, while the
silencer-equipped Sten was fired
semiauto at 89.5 dB. The DeLisle
carbine tested at 85,5 even with the
larger 45 ACP round being fired.

Even while the original 17 DeLisle
carblnes were in actlon in France, the
éver-cautious British were sti]] testing
other hand-crafted DeLisle models.
On 18 Feb. 1944, Combined Opera-
tions officers tested two Delisles

depending upon design. That both
the Sten MkIS and the DelLisle still
functioned even partly quietly after
5000 rounds is a remarkable testi-
monial to the designers of those
units,

Following additional testing, and
with official approval due to the
contfidential and classified nature of
the weapon's development. DeLisle
was allowed to patent his weapon
domestically in March of 1944, DeLisle
also patented his design in the United
States and the USSR,

By August of 1944, the DeLisle was
In production by Sterling Engineering
Co. at Dagenham under a Combined
Operations HQ contract that was
outside the normal ordnance
channels. Although this contract was
for 500 weapaons, the total production
run was about 130, with 106 being
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Right and left views of the Sterling production model of the Delisle commando carbine in .45 caliber.

delivered to Combined Operations
from the Sterling factory.

The Sterling production models
differ from DeLisle’s handmade Ford
Dagenham models inexterior fashion.
in that a sporting-type fore ¢nd is
fitted under the suppressors outer
tube. The ouler tube was made of
aluminum alloy, while the original
DeLisle model was made of steel.
There is also no projection of the
muzzle beyond the suppressor
housing in the production models.
Finally. a leal back sightsimilar to the
Sterling-produced Lanchester was
added.

The Sterling model had an overall
barre] length of 35.75 inches, weighed
just over & pounds unleaded, and had
a 7.25-inch barrel. The standard
magazine held seven rounds of 45
ACP, although an I1-round model
was produced as an accessory.

There are a number of interior
lechnical and ballistic differences
between the Ford and Sterling
weapons, and [ direct the serious
researcher to lan Skennerton’s
excellent book. DeLisle’s Commando
Carbine for those details.

In addition to thestandard Del.isle,
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two Airborne prototypes were [abri-
cated hut never went into productiorn,
although 50 had been ordered.
Basically, the Aftborme model had a
folding stock similar to the Sterling
SMG and a pistol grip. With the stock
folded. the weapon was 257 inches
long: extended. it was 35.3.

By the spring of 1945, the Ordnance
Boaard had decided to produce a
suppressor-cquipped version of the

standard se:vice rifle using down
lnaded amtmunition, as the Germans
had done with their Kar 98k, Accord-
ing to a classified Ordnance Board
memo. issued early in 1945:

“This weapon. (the DeLisle!
which is intended for silent
sniping at short ranges, was
produced as a private venture by
the inventor, Mr. DeLisle, and Sir
Malcolm Campbell. It was adopted




lan Skennerton

lan Skennerion

William Delisle’s experimental .22-caliber wartime carbine.

One of the two rare prototype Airborne model Delisle carbine.

garbage-disposal unit, and a self-opening Yent.ﬂat.ig_m fan -
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by C.OHQ. and went into limited
production. The wedapon consists
esseatially of a No. 1 rifle acrion
and butt, fitted with a 45 calibre
barrel a 1911 Colt magazine, and
a Silencer.

“Though this carbine is
manufactured largely (rom
components of exisring WCRROns,
itis. in fact. less of an
improvisatior: than ather silent
carbines which have heen

William DeLisle was born in May of 1905 in South Africa. Ha
returned to England for his education, graduating from
Loughborough College in a five-year engineering course, A gradhiate
electrical and mechanicai engineer, DeLlsle joined the firm of
Steman Brothers as a developmental engineer upon his graduation
in 1926. He joined the'Air Ministry in 1935, :

" In additton to his innovative and vital work in the area of
clandestine special-operations ordnance, DeLisls contributed other

_-work for the Ministry of Aircraft Production. Being a professional
engdinser, he contributed a number of design improvements in

. alrcraft frame and engine design, for which he holds four major

D patents, ' T Ja
._A true innovator, Delisle also holds patents for such peacetime
inventions as the Wandsworth “Bunnie” incinerator, an automatic

&

produced. Tt is fair to say that it
represents a new class, in that it

is designed fundamentally as a

silent carbine and not a carhine

fitted wicth a silencer.”

However, a full ordnance report
went on to present jusiification for
the use of a "sileneer attachment for
the standard service rifle much the
same as the Americans and Germans
successiully demenstrated during
recent actions.. It being thought that
enough of the DeLisle carbines are
present in existing slocks or may be
easily fabricated should such a need
arise.”

That, of course. was the official
“good-hbye” to further wartime pro-
duction of the Delisle carbine.

In addition ta his famous weaporn,
the British inventor also suggested a
22-caliber machine carbine with
suppressor to both the Ordnance
Board and the Combined Operations
people back in 1943,
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"It would be of great value in jungle
warfare where a large number of
rownds may be required to spray an
area. It is a light, quiet weapon with
very light ammunition.” Delisle
noted.

His unique idea was for a mecha-
nism using a waxed-paper belt loaded
at the factory with .22 ammunition to
be used in a sealed plastic hox
aftachment for the weapon.. perfect
tu defeal the muck, moisture and rot
of the jungies™ he noted.

No official action was taken to
adopt this weapon, and according o
mosl sources, Delisle never wen|
beyond sketches [or the design stage
and mocking up a few examples of
ammunition packaging and feed.
Viewed Loday, of course. it was a
splendid idea.

With much of WWII history now in
the open, we know that Delisle ear
bines were nsed guite successiully
for taking out scntries during
commando raids and [or assassin-
ation purposes by the SOE, operating
behind the lines in France and
Holland.

In fact. one Delisle carbine was o
be smuggled into Germany. accord-
ing to the European journalist Allen
Knorrs. to be used against high-
ranking Nazi oflicials late in 1944,

“This was not onc ol those dramatic
‘et Hitler’ plots, but at least (wao of
the silenced DeLisles were smuggled
inte Germany by deep cover couriers
to be used by trained assassins
against top level German officers and
cfficials in an cffort to shorten the
war by killing the heads of the govern-
ment and military,” Knorrs reports,

There was a story of an 0SS Jed-
burgh team in France fulling heir toa
DeLisle left by an SOE colleague who
had been extracted because of
wounds, According to former Jed
burgh leader Mike Burke, this wWEApRan
was used in two hits against field-
frade Nazi officers early in 1944,

Howcever, the majority of (he
Delisle’s use in Europe was in com
mando raids prior to D Day. After
that. almost all military operations
were slandard tand warlare. and
there were only a few operations for
which the Del.isle was suiled.

The war in the Paciflic was another
matter. and numbers of Delisle car
bines were airlifted to Burma for use
against the Japanese in behind-the
line operations there in the middie of

1944,

In his book on DeLisle, Skennerton
netes:

“T'he war in the Far Fast
provided more opportunities {or
the use of the silent carbine,
where ballle and contact ranges
were usually much closer due o
the jungle and rugged terrain.
DelLisle carbines were used in
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Burma, mainly for infiltration and
operations behind enemy lines.

“An instance of such use,
reported by a sniper, was when
the carbine was used for picking
oll Japanese troops in apen lorrics
hehind the Japanese lines. The
British snipers were laid up near
the road, well cameuNaged. and
they silently dispatched o
Japanese in each lorry that
passed. In most cases the lorry
would stop, but as no shot was
heard, they found it hard o
belicve tht they had been fired
upor or indeed, il they had, from
whence it came. [In the reported
casc. there were two or three such
snipers operating along the road,
and they bagged three or four in
cach lormye.”

[n another WWIil acesunt. former
085 Capgr. Mitchell L. WerTiell 11 later
to become one of the world's premier
suppressor designers, remembered
the use of the British Del.isle carbines
in Burma, saying "We worked acouple
against sentrics hefore raids and
they were something else.. better
than the stuff we were issued. Both
our people and the British used them
in Indachina. Merrill's bovs used
them to terrorize and scare the shit
out of the Japs at night and in
ambush.”

WerBell thought so much ol the
DeLisle that years later, when he was
head of SIONICS, his awn special-
weapons company, he tried to re-
invent his version of the DelLisle.
which he called the Destroyer carbine.
e attempted to sell it 1o the US.
military for use in Vietnam. but
production problems stopped this
ventnre.

With the Jupanese capitulation in
1945, Delisle carbines woent into
cosmoline. A few were unpacked for
Iiritish commando-style operations
in Korca, most notably sotne quiel
pre-invasion clearing of key enemy
personnel belore the Inchon landings.
However. the next and List major field
use of these weapons was during the
Emergency in Malaya, where (he
Gordon Highlanders made effective
use ol them against Communist
terrorists during infiltration and
inferdiction operations against the
gucrrillas in the '50s.

In 1951, when terrorists were
mueking about in Malaya, British
authorities issucd military weapons,
including both automatic weapons
and a few silenced DeLisles, to selected
planters and other civitians,

"t was not uncommoen Lo venture
into a cfub in Kuala Lumpur and see
our chaps with silenced Stens and
the Delisle here and there,” Geolf
Heath, a retired British journalist
who covered the Far East, recalled.

Heath added thar the more adven-

7

turesome plantation owners, men
who had dirty war experience from
justafewyears back, went on evening
ambush patrols. He noted, “Any-
where beyond yvour own fence and
lights was terrorist ceuntry afler
dark. Qur chaps used to stake out in
those areas, like their old special
missions days in the last war, and try
to Kill the terrorists with the silenced
weapons ~— beat them at their ouwn
game of terror. Some of aur people
were SOE, you know, and had used
the DeLisle,before.”

As the DeLisle carbine was a private
venture, the administrative need [or
Foyalty payments came up in 1946,
and DeLisle was awarded three
shillings each for the projected order
fligure of 500 weapons. This was a
grand total of 75 pounds, or ahout
8300 in those days. He paid half of
this back to his government [n taxes,
50 his wark on the Delisle carbine
wus hardly done lor profit.

lan Skennerton notes that William
DeLisle’s real profit from the develop-
ment of his carbine was “the satis-
faction of contributing to the war
elfort in addition to his MAT. service.”

Today, William DeLisle is. ol course,
long retired from government service.
In somewhat frail health, he winters
in the temperate climate of Spain,
but resides in London the rest of Lhe
year.

And whal of ihe DeLisle curbine
foday? lan Skennerton says, “As (ar
as [ know from my research, few have
ever come oul of the system. That
means the British mititary still carry
them on the rolls and, I suspect. still
use them.”

One very good source in Ireland
told a Nitional News Service reporter
there: "The Brit's SAS have some of
those old WWII silenced sniper rifles
here..the DeLizzills (sic) or whatever,
Isaw two of them on the streets here
in the hands of SAS men coming out
of a van.”

Skennerton agreed, saving “Oh, |
am sure the SAS has them in Irelund
Just as T'm certain the DeLisle was
used in some of thal commandon
activity in the Falklands as well.
Some of those Falklunds' missions
were tailor-made [or the Delisle,”

Of the DeLisle carbine itsell Jokn
Minnery writes, "Given the (rusted §
Enfield basics, the stopping power ol
the 45, a smidgen of the almost §
sexudl elan of the Thompson, all
united with the pleasing anonymity 4
of the silencer in combat _you come 4
very close Lo the perfect special-
mission weapon.” 3
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