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T
h

e F
reaky T

yp
es W

h
o

 D
ig

 M
ach

in
e G

u
n

s 
B

y C
h

arles H
ow

e 

Just w
hy, one m

ight ask, 
w

o
u

ld
 a

n
 o

th
e
rw

is
e
-

respectable citizen have an 
u
n
co

n
tro

llab
le m

an
ia fo

r 
ow

ning a m
achine gun? 

A
sid

e fro
m

 su
ch

 o
b
v
io

u
s 

an
sw

ers ass elf -d
ef en

s e, 
shooting at rabbits and possi-
bly keeping up one's m

anual 
dexterity by taking the thing 
ap

art o
f an

 ev
en

in
g
, ad

m
it-

ted
ly

 th
e w

h
y
's o

f tu
ck

in
g

, 
say

, a G
ard

n
er M

o
u
n
t ain

 
C

an
n
o
n
 aw

ay
 in

 th
e g

arag
e 

fo
r a rain

y
 d

ay
 are n

o
t, tru

-
ly

, am
o

n
g

 th
e g

reat q
u
es-

tio
n

s p
lag

u
in

g
 th

e W
estern

 
W

orld. 
B

ut to a little-know
n agen-

cy
 o

f th
e F

ed
eral g

o
v
ern

-
m

ent, there are a hell of a lot 
o
f lo

o
se an

d
 u

n
law

fu
l —

 
m

a
c
h
in

e
 g

u
n
s flo

a
tin

g
 

aro
u

n
d

, as w
itn

ess th
e rise 

an
d
 d

e m
is e o

f W
illiam

 E
. 

T
h
o
resen

 III, th
e late g

u
n
 

czar of P
acific H

eights. 
A

G
E

N
C

Y
 

T
he agency is the A

lcohol, 
T

o
b
acco

 an
d
 F

irearm
s D

ivi-
sion of 

th
e
 U

n
ite

d
 S

ta
te

s 
T

reasury D
epartm

ent. In ad-
d

itio
n
 to

 m
ach

in
e g

u
n

s—
ab

o
u
t 1

0
0
,0

0
0
 o

f th
em

 are 
law

fu
lly

 o
w

n
ed

 th
ro

u
g

h
o
u

t 
the country—

this agency also 
rides her d on m

oonshiners,1 
p

e
o

p
le

 w
ho m

ake and sell 



M
alcolm

 W
arn

er an
d

 B
ob

 S
k

op
eck

 ch
eck

ed
 an

 M
-4C

 gren
ad

e lau
n

ch
er 

silencers for g u n s, saw
 off 

sh
o
tg

u
n
 s, an

d
 o

w
n
 o

th
er 

tricky firearm
s w

hose ow
ner-

ship is proscribed by law
. 

C
h
ief o

f th
e ag

en
cy

's en
-

fo
rcem

en
t d

iv
isio

n
 h

er e is 
M

alco
lm

 F
. W

arn
er, w

h
o
se 

92 agents —
 and he's short-

handed—
check on the activi-

ties o
f b

o
th

 leg
itim

ate fire-
arm

s dealers and ow
ners and 

g
u
n
 freak

s in
 n

in
e w

estern
 

states. 
A

s W
a
rn

e
r e

x
p
la

in
s it, 

w
hile a citizen of good m

orals 
can law

fully ow
n a m

achine 
g
u
n

 if h
e b

u
y
s a $

2
0
0
 tax

 
stam

p
 an

d
 fills o

u
t sh

eav
es 

' o
f p

a
p

e
r, th

e
re

 a
re

 G
o
d

- 

im
aginable, in racks, neatly 

tagged! 
C

urrently, W
arner said, his 

ag
en

cy
 is ru

n
n
in

g
 an

 av
er-

age of 30 gun cases through 
F

ederal court a m
onth here, 

about half of them
 m

achine 
gun-type violations. 

H
ow

 does an investigator 
determ

ine, w
ithout breaking 

a
n
y
 la

w
s h

im
se

lf, th
a
t a

 
m

eek-looking m
an of particu-

lar politics m
ay have a closet 

full of B
row

ning autom
atic 

rifles? 
SH

O
W

S 
"Y

o
u
 g

o
 to

 g
u
n
 sh

o
w

s, 
re

a
d
 p

e
rio

d
ic

a
lsa

n
d
th

e
 

like," said B
ob S

kopeck, spe-
cial T

reasu
ry

 in
v
estig

ato
r 

an
d
 cu

rren
tly

 in
 ch

arg
e o

f 
W

arner's training program
. 

A
 big, bluff type w

ho, w
hen 

he w
orked undercover usual-

ly posed as a- right-w
inger, 

S
kopek said -m

 a ch
in

 e g
u

n
 

freak
s h

av
e a p

arlan
ce as 

distinctive as that of narcot-
ics addicts or safeblow

ers. 
"T

h
ey

'll sp
eak

 o
f a p

iece 
(g

u
n
) as b

ein
g
 w

in
g
ed

, o
r 

plugged up and deactivated," 
S

k
o
p
eck

 said
. "T

h
ey , know

 
th

e w
o
rk

in
g
s o

f a m
ach

in
e 

g
u
n
 as w

ell as th
e in

v
en

to
r 

does, and som
e of them

 w
ill 

talk about their w
eapon like 

another m
an w

ill talk about 
his girlfriend." 

W
O

R
K

S 
Indeed, w

hile the T
reasury 

m
en

 m
ay

 n
o
t h

av
e read

 th
e  

com
plete w

orks of K
fafft-E

b-
in

g
 n

o
r tak

en
 ad

v
an

ce  d
 

classes in sociological cours-
es on deviance, they strongly 
h
in

ted
 th

at m
an

y
 o

f th
o
se 

w
ho ow

n hot m
achine guns 

m
ay be as kinky as a broken 

bicycle chain. 
T

hey hasten to m
ake clear, 

by the w
ay, that these F

reud-
ian fillips do not apply to the 
v

ast- m
ajo

rity
 o

f firearm
s 

ow
ners, w

hose right to pos-
sess law

fu
l w

eap
o
n
s th

ey
 

m
ost stoutly defend. 
D

o people w
ho covet illegal 

m
achine guns have com

m
on 

political view
s? 

S
kopeck and W

arner don't 
th

in
k

 so
. F

o
r, w

h
ile N

azis 
an

d
 ex

trem
e left w

in
g

ers 
m

ay show
 an abnorm

al inter-
est in guns that m

ake noises 
lik

e rip
p
in

g
 sh

eets, so
 d

o
 

purely com
m

ercial types, in-
terested in turning a fast dol-
lar by peddling to w

ould-be 
revolutionaries. 	

• 
PO

W
E

R
S 

T
he big com

m
ercial type, 

o
th

e
r la

w
m

e
n
 g

e
n
e
ra

lly
 

agree, has been largely sup-
planted by the various m

ajor 
pow

ers —
 the S

oviet U
nion 

and the U
nited S

tates am
ong 

them
 —

 w
ho give aw

ay for 
free w

hat the old gun-runner 
charged a pretty penny for. 

A
 classic m

ach
in

e g
u
n
 

freak
, V

arn
er said

, w
as a 

bum
ble tractor driver w

hom
 

bom
bs, and those of a Jam

es 
B

ond persuasion w
ho m

ake 
know

s-how
 m

any A
m

ericans 
w

h
o
 h

av
e said

, ro
u
g
h
ly

, fie 
on bureaucracy. 

T
o prove his point, W

arner 

o
p
en

ed
 a v

au
lt in

 th
e b

ase-
m

ent of the F
ederal building 

—
 fu

ll o
f ju

st ab
o

u
t ev

ery
 

k
in

d
 o

f au
to

m
atic w

eap
o
n
 

h
e "b

 ag
g

e d
" y

ears ag
o

, 
w

hen he first joined the F
ed-

eral agency. 
"T

he 
guy 

w
a
s d

riv
in

g
 

aro
u
n
d
 w

ith
 th

e th
in

g
 at-

tach
ed

 to
 h

is tracto
r," W

ar-
n
er recalled

. "W
h
en

 I w
en

t 
out to bring him

 in he said: 
"M

ister, b
efo

re I g
o
t th

at 
m

ach
in

e g
u
n
 I w

as ju
st an

-
other drunken tractor driver. 
N

o one respected m
e. B

ut the 
m

inute I strapped that baby 
on m

y tractor, I got nothing 
but respect!" 


