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The Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch Leger (KNIL), the Royal Netherlands Colonial Army in 
the Dutch East Indies, was for over a century the military backbone of Dutch rule in 
Southeast Asia. Originally formed in the mid-19th century, it fought primarily in the so-
called “Atjeh Wars” on Sumatra and in numerous uprisings on Java, the Moluccas, and 
Borneo. It was a typical colonial army: European officers, supported by Dutch 
professional soldiers, formed the leadership cadre, while the bulk of the enlisted ranks 
consisted of local recruits bound to long service terms. 

Up until the interwar period, the KNIL remained a comparatively small force, mainly 
intended for internal security operations. Only in the 1930s, faced with the growing 
threat of an expanding Imperial Japan, did serious efforts begin to modernize and 
prepare the force for possible conflict. However, the weaknesses of Dutch military policy 
became apparent: low investment, outdated structures, and reliance on deliveries from 
Europe left the KNIL hopelessly outclassed when the Japanese struck in 1941/42. 

 

 
Unbekannter Fotograf / Australian War Memorial (AWM): Regiment der KNIL bei der Verleihung von Auszeichnungen. Gemeinfrei 
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Nationaal Archief – Fotocollectie Anefo: Marschierende KNIL-Soldaten auf Curaçao, Zeit zwischen 1940-1945. CC0 1.0 (gemeinfrei). 
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Sidearms of the KNIL 

Since the 1920s, the KNIL had placed a clear emphasis on the 9mm Short (.380 Auto) 
cartridge, introducing a light and easily handled pistol round that proved effective in the 
colonies. 

FN Browning M.25 (Model 1910/22) – 9mm Short (.380 Auto) 

The FN Browning M.25 (1910/22) in 9mm Short was a compact, technically refined 
service pistol of the interwar period, produced in large numbers by Fabrique Nationale in 
Herstal and adopted into the armament of the Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch Leger 
(KNIL) from the mid-1920s onward. Based on John Browning’s original 1910 design, the 
1922 variant was modified for improved service use: extended grip frame, enlarged 
magazine, and a slightly longer barrel compared to the original pocket model. According 
to Dutch ordnance records, the pistol formed the backbone of officer and NCO 
sidearms in the KNIL for many years. 

Technically, the M.25 is a blowback-operated pistol without a locking system, which is 
standard and functional for cartridges of this power class. It employs an internal striker 
and features multiple safeties, including a grip safety, a manual safety, and, in many 
versions, a magazine safety. Its simple, rugged design made it particularly well-suited for 
the climatically and logistically challenging conditions expected in the Dutch colonies: 
resistant to fouling, easy to maintain, and mechanically reliable. The muzzle energy of 
the 9mm Short cartridge, depending on loading and barrel length, typically ranged 
between 200 and 300 joules. This made it ballistically weaker than the contemporary 
9×19mm Luger but adequate for service pistol roles in close-range tasks and law 
enforcement applications. 

In the KNIL’s operational context, the M.25 was especially attractive for officers and 
NCOs due to its compactness and availability. It was easy to carry and provided quick, 
reliable defensive capability in the typical duties of colonial security forces: patrols, 
guard details, prisoner transport, and similar tasks. Its widespread adoption occurred 
during the 1920s and 1930s. 

From a ballistic and tactical perspective, the combination of the FN M.25 and the 9mm 
Short cartridge represented a compromise: sufficient effect at short range, with reduced 
recoil and a more compact design. The limitations of the caliber became apparent at 
longer distances. For this reason, the pistol was intended as an officer’s sidearm or 
secondary weapon, not as a primary combat tool against well-equipped infantry. In the 
practical setting of colonial duty, however, this was rarely a disadvantage, since 
engagements often occurred at short range and tactical requirements emphasized 
policing functions rather than military fire superiority. 
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The decision to adopt the FN M.25 as part of the KNIL’s armament up to 1942 was 
therefore a pragmatic one. While the pistol was not a technological high point in terms 
of ballistic performance, it was a reliable, widely available service weapon that met the 
needs of a colonial security apparatus. 

 
Browning Model 1922; Aufnahme am 5. März 2014. Lizenz: CC BY-SA 3.0. 
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Further Handguns of the KNIL 

Within the KNIL’s organizational and materiel structure the FN Browning M.25 was 
numerically the dominant handgun, yet the colonial troops’ arsenal remained 
heterogeneous: supplementary semi-automatic pistols, older revolver stocks and 
privately owned pistols among senior ranks characterized the picture up to 1942. This 
diversity reflects the pragmatic procurement policy in the colonial context — purchases 
on the international market, continued use of existing stocks and differentiated 
assignment according to rank and employment. The following summary reviews the 
most important remaining handgun classes of the KNIL, their technical characteristics, 
tactical employment and material significance in colonial operations. 

Pistool M11 (Luger, 9mm Luger) 
The Parabellum pistol designated Pistool M11 (Luger) was the first standardized semi-
automatic pistol pattern procured for elements of the Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch 
Leger (KNIL) from 1911. The M11 was, by design, the classic Luger configuration in 
9×19mm Luger. For the KNIL employment profile the pistols were issued as service 
sidearms for officers and NCOs; inventories and depot records confirm the type’s 
presence in Dutch-East Indies stocks. The pistols were initially delivered directly from 
Deutsche Waffen- und Munitionsfabriken (DWM) in Berlin. Because of growing tensions 
and dependence on foreign suppliers, alternatives were soon sought. Later, the British 
firm Vickers Ltd. in Crayford undertook production for the Netherlands. These licensed 
pistols were technically largely equivalent to the DWM pattern but differed in markings 
and partly in surface finish. 

The M11 served in the KNIL primarily as an officers’ and NCOs’ weapon. It progressively 
displaced older Webley and Enfield revolvers from active troop use, although those 
remained present in rear-area units and police formations. KNIL inventory lists 
document the M11 in significant numbers throughout the interwar period. It remained in 
service until the capitulation of the Dutch East Indies in 1942. The Pistool M11 fires the 
standard 9mm Luger cartridge; ballistic performance depends on the specific load. 
Typical parameters for common service/full-metal-jacket loads are: bullet mass approx. 
7.4–8.0 g (≈115–124 gr), muzzle velocity on the order of 340–400 m/s (≈1,100–1,300 ft/s) 
and muzzle energy typically around 350–500 J, depending on load and barrel length. This 
places the cartridge well above the lighter 9mm Short (≈200–300 J) and provides both 
superior penetration and a flatter trajectory at medium ranges; precision and retained 
energy fall off with increasing distance, as expected. In tropical service Luger patterns 
proved technically reliable, though they were more maintenance-intensive than very 
simple blowback constructions. 

Although the M.25 derives from a newer design, it is essentially a police pistol adapted 
for military use. Ballistically, the 9mm Luger delivers markedly higher muzzle energy and 
greater bullet mass than the 9mm Short, which increases stopping power in close-
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quarters scenarios — at the same time the stronger recoil and larger cartridge demand 
greater skill from the shooter. 

 

Colt Model 1903 (7,65mm Browning) 

The Colt Model 1903 (Pocket Hammerless, cal. .32 ACP / 7.65 mm Browning) was 
ordered by the Dutch government in several batches for the forces in the Dutch East 
Indies (Royal Netherlands / Royal Netherlands Indies Commission). Multiple sources 
report that the Netherlands ordered approximately 6,800 Colt Model 1903 (.32 ACP) 
pistols between 1940 and 1942; individual documented shipments include, for example, 
a transport on 5 November 1941 (200 pistols; Royal Netherlands Indies Commission, 
New York). The orders were placed as part of rearmament efforts to protect the colony 
against the Japanese threat (1940–1941) and were intended to equip officers, 
administrative offices and defence units in the Dutch East Indies, or to serve as resupply 
for Dutch exile forces. Whether all delivered specimens actually reached the colony 
(some consignments were redirected or affected by wartime events) is reported variably 
in the sources. 

Standard ballistics (typical service loading .32 ACP): bullet mass ≈ 4–4.8 g (≈62–74 gr 
depending on source), muzzle velocity ≈ 280–320 m/s (depending on load and barrel 
length), muzzle energy roughly ~200–400 J (varying by load). These values are reference 
figures for .32 ACP service loadings and represent the mid-range energy typical for the 
period between light pistol cartridges and larger military calibres. 

Revolver  

Revolvers remained part of KNIL inventories well into the interwar period and up to 1942 
as persistent sidearms. They consisted primarily of older colonial stocks and were used 
mainly by police and administrative units as well as in reserve roles. While technically 
outdated compared to modern semi-automatic pistols, revolvers continued to be 
practical due to their robustness, ease of operation, and low maintenance 
requirements. 

 

The types most frequently documented in KNIL sources were Dutch revolver models 
(often designated “Model 1873,” “M1891 / KNIL,” and “M1894”) as well as British Webley 
types. Ballistically, two categories of use can be distinguished: the larger revolver 
calibers (e.g., .455 Webley) delivered significantly higher muzzle energy and therefore 
better penetration and stopping power compared to lighter revolver cartridges like .38 
S&W, though the latter remained in use due to lower recoil and greater ammunition 
availability. 
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The Model 1873 is recorded in KNIL ordnance logs as one of the most enduring revolver 
patterns and was among the oldest handguns still held in colonial stocks. Catalogue 
entries and artifact records list a caliber of approximately 9.4 mm for the Model 1873; 
while exact cartridge designation varies among sources, it is consistent with older Dutch 
revolver standards. It was a conventional revolver of the late 19th century (solid-frame, 
single-row cylinder, rugged mechanics), designed for colonial serviceability and ease of 
field maintenance. 

With the Model 1891 revolver, the KNIL possessed a handgun specifically developed for 
service in the Dutch East Indies. The design originated with officer Kuhn of the “Small 
Arms Arsenal” in Batavia, who adapted an existing Dutch revolver model to colonial 
requirements. Production took place in the Netherlands. The 9.4 mm cartridge of the 
M1891, according to comparative data, fired a bullet of about 10–11 g at a muzzle 
velocity of 200–240 m/s, giving an energy of roughly 200–300 joules. This placed the 
cartridge above lighter calibers such as .38 S&W but below modern semi-automatic 
pistol ammunition (9mm Luger at 350–500 J). For the KNIL, the 1891 revolver was 
adequate at short distances (self-defense, police duties, garrison use), though limited in 
penetration compared to more modern pistols. 

The Model 1894 revolver represented a further development of the Dutch service 
revolver line and was specifically adapted for KNIL use. It fired the same 9.4 mm 
cartridge as the Model 1891, with identical ballistic performance. 

Revolvers were formally issued as sidearms to KNIL officers and NCOs. During the 
1920s and 1930s they were increasingly replaced by modern semi-automatic pistols 
(M11 Luger, FN Browning M.25), but they remained in service with rear-echelon units and 
police formations well into the Second World War. 

 

 

Long Guns of the KNIL 

The infantry armament of the KNIL was entirely based on the Mannlicher system 
chambered in 6.5×53R. This caliber had been standard in the Netherlands since the 
1890s and was consistently employed in the colonies as well. 
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Dienst voor Legercontacten Indonesië: Boemboelang bei Garut – Parade zum Besuch eines Offiziers mit Geweer M.95, Gemeinfrei 

 

Geweer M.95 und Karabijn M.95 (6,5 × 53 R Mannlicher)  
The Geweer M.95 (often referred to as the “Dutch Mannlicher”) was the standard rifle of 
the KNIL and of the Dutch armed forces as a whole, from its adoption in 1895 well into 
the 1930s and 1940s. Initially produced by Steyr and later manufactured under license 
in the Netherlands, it was issued in large numbers — several hundred thousand rifles — 
and remained in service into the Second World War and beyond. 

 

Technically, the M.95 was a bolt-action rifle with a five-round internal magazine, typically 
loaded using Mannlicher en-bloc clips. The clip was inserted from the top, and when the 
last round was fired, it dropped out through an opening in the magazine floor — a system 
that significantly reduced reload time compared to single-loading rifles. The infantry rifle 
had an overall length of about 1,287 mm, a barrel length of around 790 mm, and a 
service weight of approximately 4.5 kg. 

 

The rifle was chambered in 6.5×53R Mannlicher (also known as “.256 Mannlicher” or 
“Dutch 6.5 mm”). This cartridge combined moderate bullet weight with high muzzle 
velocity, producing a favorable mix of flat trajectory and manageable recoil. A typical 
loading fired a 10 g round-nose bullet at about 742 m/s, generating muzzle energy of 
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roughly 2,780 joules. This placed it above the energies of late 19th-century calibers, 
providing good penetration and range for the infantry battles of its time. 

 

In KNIL service, the M.95 fulfilled the role of the standard infantry rifle, supplemented by 
carbine versions for cavalry, engineers, artillery, and specialized troops. 

 

The combination of a light caliber, high muzzle velocity, and the Mannlicher clip-loading 
system made the M.95 well-suited for engagements up to about 400 m. Its flat trajectory 
and sufficient ballistic performance met the tactical demands of the late 19th and early 
20th century. However, reliance on en-bloc clips created logistical challenges: 
ammunition was often issued pre-loaded in clips, simplifying resupply but complicating 
the handling of replacement stocks in remote garrisons. 

 

By the 1930s, the M.95 was ballistically obsolete compared to contemporary calibers 
such as 7.92×57 Mauser, .303 British, or 7.7×58 Arisaka. Nevertheless, its robustness, 
reliability, and ease of maintenance made it suitable for colonial service. Some rifles 
were later re-chambered in .303 British by Indonesian forces in the 1950s, 
demonstrating the durability and adaptability of the basic system. 

 

Wikimedia Commons: Geweer M. 95 „Dutch Mannlicher“ (Modell 1895), Lizenz: CC BY-SA 3.0. 
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Collectie Wereldmuseum:, Negativ vor 1939 mit Karbijn M.95. CC BY-SA 3.0. 
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Machine Guns of the KNIL 

SMG Schwarzlose M.08 (6,5 × 53 R): The Schwarzlose M.08 was a heavy machine gun of 
Austrian design, created by Andreas Wilhelm Schwarzlose and introduced in 1905. 
Unlike Maxim or Vickers designs, it employed a delayed blowback system with a pivoting 
wedge lock, which simplified manufacturing and reduced sensitivity to machining 
tolerances. It was water-cooled, recoil-operated, and had a fixed barrel.

 
Schwarzlose M07/12 mit Munitionskasten und Textil-Munitionsgurt, Aufnahme am 13. November 2015. Lizenz: CC BY-SA 4.0. 

The Schwarzlose M.08 machine gun was an Austrian design by Andreas Wilhelm 
Schwarzlose, first introduced in 1905. It was a recoil-operated, water-cooled heavy 
machine gun with a short recoil travel and a fixed barrel. Unlike the better-known Maxim 
or Vickers systems, the Schwarzlose employed a technically simplified pivoting wedge 
lock, which made the weapon more compact, cheaper to produce, and somewhat less 
sensitive to machining tolerances. 

 

The Netherlands adopted the Schwarzlose M.08 as its standard machine gun before the 
First World War and re-chambered it for the 6.5×53R Mannlicher service cartridge. This 
marked a departure from most European armies, which relied on more powerful calibers 
such as 7.92×57, .303 British, or 7.62×54R. In the Dutch homeland army, the 
Schwarzlose proved to be a solid, though somewhat cumbersome, standard weapon. 
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In the Dutch colonies, particularly in the East Indies, the Schwarzlose M.08 remained 
the backbone of heavy infantry firepower well into the 1940s. Its role was primarily static 
defense — flank security, fortified positions, and strongpoint defense. The water-cooling 
system appeared advantageous in tropical climates, allowing for sustained fire 
capability, but in practice the need to supply cooling water in remote operations created 
logistical difficulties. 

 

The 6.5×53R Mannlicher cartridge proved a serious weakness in the MG role. Ballistically 
underpowered, it offered less range and penetration compared to Japanese small arms 
ammunition. Nevertheless, within the KNIL the Schwarzlose was regarded as reliable 
and durable. It was easier to operate and maintain than many Maxim variants, but 
suffered from two decisive drawbacks: first, the inferior ballistics of the 6.5 mm 
cartridge, especially against the Japanese Type 92 heavy machine gun in 7.7 mm; and 
second, the cumbersome weight and obsolescent water-cooled design, which was 
already outdated for mobile warfare by the 1930s and 1940s. 

 

Despite these shortcomings, the Schwarzlose M.08 remained the KNIL’s standard heavy 
machine gun until the Japanese attack in 1941. Only in the late prewar years did efforts 
begin to supplement it with lighter weapons such as the Lewis or Madsen. In many 
garrisons and strongpoints, however, the Schwarzlose remained in service until the very 
end. After the Dutch capitulation in 1942, numerous examples fell into Japanese hands, 
but they were of little use to the Japanese Army, as both ammunition and spare parts 
were scarce and incompatible with their logistics system. 
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LMG Lewis M20/M23 (6,5 × 53 R):  
 
The most important light machine gun of the KNIL was the Lewis gun. Air-cooled, 
relatively light, and well suited for mobile warfare in the tropics, it provided the colonial 
army with a flexible and dependable source of automatic firepower. 

 
Balcer (Bearbeitung: Marco-Ernst): Lewis Gun, Elgin Military Museum, Ontario (abgeleitet ohne Hintergrund), Aufnahme vom 25. April 
2008. Lizenz: CC BY-SA 3.0. 

The Lewis machine gun was a British development from the First World War, designed by 
the American officer Isaac Lewis. Originally introduced in .303 British, the design proved 
so successful that it was adapted to numerous other calibers. It was regarded as 
versatile, reliable, and far more mobile than most contemporary machine guns. For the 
Netherlands, the Lewis represented an important step toward modernization in the 
interwar period and was deliberately tailored to the needs of the colonial army in the 
Dutch East Indies. 

In the 1920s, the Dutch Army and the KNIL introduced the M20 and M23 variants, both 
chambered in the service caliber 6.5×53R Mannlicher. This kept the same ammunition 
system as the M.95 rifles and Schwarzlose heavy MGs, ensuring logistical 
standardization. The M20 entered service shortly after World War I, while the M23 
introduced minor improvements to the mechanism and feeding system. Both versions 
differed only slightly and were fielded side by side. 

Technically, the Lewis was an air-cooled, gas-operated light machine gun with a rotating 
bolt. Its most distinctive feature was the top-mounted pan magazine, produced in 47- or 
97-round capacities. Compared to the heavy, stationary Schwarzlose M.08, the Lewis 
offered much greater mobility. It was particularly valuable for colonial service, as its air-
cooled system eliminated the logistical burden of water supply and better suited 
tropical operations. In practice, the weapon proved robust, delivered high firepower, and 
was comparatively easy to operate. 

The KNIL employed the Lewis as its standard light machine gun in all infantry units. Its 
strengths lay in mobility and its ability to deliver sudden bursts of high fire density. 
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However, it also had shortcomings: the 6.5×53R cartridge was ballistically weak for MG 
use, offering less range and penetration than Japanese 7.7 mm MGs or British .303 
weapons. Furthermore, the drum magazines were bulky, relatively prone to fouling, and 
slower to change than belt-fed systems. 

Despite these limitations, the Lewis performed well in colonial service. By 1942, it was 
the KNIL’s standard light MG, with nearly every unit fielding several. In combat against 
the Japanese Army, it proved reliable, but it could not offset the enemy’s numerical and 
technical superiority. After the KNIL’s surrender, many Lewis guns were captured, 
though they were rarely used by the Japanese, as the 6.5×53R caliber did not fit their 
supply system. 

For historians, Lewis guns chambered in Dutch caliber are now rare collector’s pieces. 
Models marked for KNIL service differ from standard British variants in caliber markings 
and certain production details. 

The Lewis M20/M23 was undeniably a major modernization step for the KNIL. It was 
lighter, more flexible, and far better suited for tropical service than the heavy 
Schwarzlose M.08. However, the conservative decision to retain the 6.5×53R cartridge 
reduced its combat effectiveness. As a result, the Lewis remained a double-edged 
sword: technically modern, tactically useful, but limited in impact by the choice of 
ammunition.  
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Madsen-MG:  

The Madsen machine gun is among the earliest successful designs of a true light 
machine gun, developed in Denmark before the First World War. It was not a single, 
uniform model but rather a family of light MG types, characterized by numerous variants 
and adaptations to different calibers and operational roles. Due to its early availability, 
low weight, and adaptability, the Madsen was exported worldwide and became part of 
the armories of many colonial armies — including, in limited numbers, the KNIL. 

 

Within the KNIL, the Madsen was introduced as a supplement to existing machine guns, 
serving alongside Lewis guns and offering a lighter, more mobile system compared to 
the stationary Schwarzlose M.08. For colonial service, as with the rest of the infantry 
weapons, it was adapted to the Dutch service caliber 6.5×53R Mannlicher, ensuring 
logistical compatibility with rifles and other light MGs.

 
Manxruler: Madsen Maschinengewehr mit Ersatzmagazin, 7. September 2009. Lizenz: CC BY-SA 3.0. 

 

Characteristic of the Madsen was its rugged construction and comparatively simple 
handling. It was designed for mobile, squad-level employment: during an infantry 
advance, a Madsen team could quickly bring fire to bear, shift the engagement, and 
relocate with relative ease. In tropical climates the design proved reliable; maintenance 
demands were moderate, and both spare part requirements and sensitivity to weather 
conditions remained limited. 

 

Nevertheless, the Madsen also had decisive limitations. Its adaptation to the 6.5×53R 
Mannlicher cartridge inevitably imposed the ballistic restrictions already noted. Against 
opponents equipped with more powerful MG calibers, its range and effectiveness were 
reduced. In addition, its box or drum magazine feed (depending on variant) was less 
suitable for sustained long-range fire than belt-fed MG systems; the Madsen was 
conceived primarily for support fire and mobility, not for static fire superiority. 
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In service, the Madsen proved itself a flexible support weapon — for patrols, jungle 
fighting, and the defense of small positions. During the Japanese offensive of 1941/42, 
the Madsens available in the colony could be employed reliably, but they could not 
compensate for the enemy’s numerical superiority and superior ballistics. 

 

After the KNIL’s defeat, Madsen light machine guns also fell into Japanese hands; due to 
their non-standard ammunition (6.5×53R), they played only a marginal role in the 
Japanese supply system. 

 

The KNIL thus remained firmly bound to the 6.5 mm caliber, which simplified logistics 
but represented a significant disadvantage compared to the Japanese (7.7 mm Arisaka) 
or the British (.303). 
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Submachine Guns and Modernization Attempts 

It was only in the late 1930s that the KNIL began introducing submachine guns into its 
arsenal.. 

Thompson M1928 

The Thompson M1928 — in KNIL service a rare but notable first step toward 
modernization — reached the Dutch East Indies in limited numbers and was primarily 
issued to elite troops, security detachments, and special units. Combining the powerful 
.45 ACP cartridge with a high rate of fire, the Thompson delivered immense short-range 
fire density and formidable stopping power, making it especially valued for road security, 
ambushes, and urban combat. Wherever the KNIL required localized bursts of firepower, 
such as in defensive actions in dense terrain, the Thompson proved a highly effective 
tool. 

 

Technically, the M1928 was a relatively heavy and robust automatic weapon. Depending 
on configuration and equipment, its service weight easily exceeded four kilograms. It 
could be operated with drum magazines or, more practically in the field, with box 
magazines. Its cyclic rate of fire typically ranged between 600 and 800 rounds per 
minute. The combination of weight, volume of fire, and the heavy full-metal-jacket 
projectile of the .45 ACP cartridge made the Thompson a fearsome close-quarters 
weapon, though it demanded careful handling, training, and maintenance. 

 

Procurement was carried out through direct purchases from the United States. Exact 
numbers for the KNIL are difficult to determine, but it is clear that this was a selective, 
not widespread, modernization effort. Tactically, the Thompson was thus deployed 
selectively: elite and security formations, escort details, and certain officers carried the 
weapon, while the bulk of the infantry continued to rely on the M.95 rifle. Where used, 
the M1928 could influence engagements locally, but as a general-issue weapon it was 
far too scarce. 

 

Logistically, the Thompson posed considerable challenges. .45 ACP ammunition was 
heavy and bulky; drum magazines increased maintenance effort and were vulnerable to 
dirt and humidity. Spare parts, specialized tools, and resupply came mostly from 
overseas, which endangered operational availability. As Japanese advances disrupted 
supply lines, the problem worsened: the weapon’s limited numbers and lack of 
replacement parts meant that any losses quickly became critical. 
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In combat during 1941/42, the Thompson displayed its strengths above all in local 
contexts: close engagements, breakthrough and defensive scenarios, and in urban or 
jungle terrain, where its high volume of fire and .45 ACP effectiveness had clear impact. 
Strategically and operationally, however, its presence did nothing to alter the KNIL’s 
overall situation: Japanese numerical superiority and technical-logistical advantage 
remained decisive. 

 

For historians, Thompson M1928s from KNIL service are of special interest. They 
illustrate the piecemeal modernization of a colonial army during the transitional phase 
to automatic infantry armament. Original markings, serial numbers, and signs of use in 
the Dutch East Indies enhance their historical and collector’s value. In the broader 
picture, however, the Thompson M1928 in KNIL service was merely a small puzzle piece 
in an army whose structural weaknesses and unfavorable logistical position could not 
be compensated by isolated weapon acquisitions.

Dienst voor Legercontacten Indonesië: KNIL-Soldat mit Thompson-SMG, Fotonummer 4-3-1. Gemeinfrei  



The Netherlands East Indies Army (KNIL) – Armament, Ammunition, and Background up to 1942, J. Molzahn-Schultze | Page 19 

 
Unbekannter Fotograf / Japanischer Soldat (4v.R)., bewaffnet mit einer Thompson Model 1928, erbeutet von KNIL-Truppen. 
Gemeinfrei 

 

Sten-MP (9 mm Luger) 
The Sten submachine gun in 9mm Luger is a good example of an economically 
engineered, function-focused SMG design. Its characteristic appearance—simple 
tubular-frame and stamped-and-welded sheet-metal construction, side-mounted box 
magazine and an open bolt, blowback operation without locking—reflects the objective: 
fast, cheap and mass-producible. In the Dutch colonial context, isolated examples 
reached KNIL units from 1941 onward; however, quantities remained insufficient to 
remedy structural shortages. 

Structurally, the Sten consists of few, easily manufactured components: a cylindrical 
tube frame, a stamped-and-welded bolt and grip housing, and a simple tubular stock or 
short foregrip. The bolt operates open. Ammunition feed is via a side-mounted box 
magazine, typically holding about 32 rounds; the left-side magazine insertion allows a 
compact fore-end but produces ergonomic peculiarities during reloads. The ignition 
mechanism is minimalist: a simple striker in the bolt and a rudimentary trigger group 
that facilitates automatic fire, while requiring conscious fire-discipline by the operator. 
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For operations in the tropical combat environments prevailing in the Dutch East Indies, 
the Sten offered several practical advantages. The small number of moving parts gave it 
high tolerance to dirt and humidity; the largely sheet-metal and tube construction 
allowed straightforward cleaning and rapid field repair with basic tools. Its low weight 
and compact form made it attractive for jungle patrols: short bursts from the hip could 
create local fire superiority. Logistically, the low material and maintenance burden was a 
clear plus compared with bulkier constructions such as the Thompson SMG. 

Balanced against these advantages were marked limitations. The open-bolt design and 
short barrel length impose limited accuracy, especially for single-shot fire or deliberate 
target engagement at medium ranges. The Sten is primarily a close-quarters weapon; its 
precision and effect fall off markedly with distance. Early box magazines also proved 
technically vulnerable: feed failures occurred with fouling, deformation, or poor 
handling. In the KNIL’s climatically demanding, muddy and humid operational theaters 
this could lead to increased malfunction rates. 

Strategically problematic for the KNIL was the introduction of another 
pistol/submachine-gun caliber: the Sten fired 9mm Luger, while the Dutch colonial 
forces had until then primarily retained 9mm Short as their pistol standard (FN M.25) 
and 6.5×53R Mannlicher for long arms. Adopting 9mm Luger required separate 
ammunition supply chains, additional magazine and spare-parts stocks, and dedicated 
training ammunition allocations. In an organisation configured for 9mm Short and 
6.5mm Mannlicher, this created multiple burdens: transport capacity, storage and 
inventory control had to be expanded or operated separately. 

Tactically, the Sten was used by the KNIL in a piecemeal fashion: as a security weapon 
for ambushes and patrols, for mobile close defence on vehicles, and at highly mobile 
forward posts. It was suited to dense terrain where engagement distances were small 
and rapid delivery of fire decisive. Its role was complementary: the Sten was not 
intended to replace a formation’s primary weapon but to provide increased automatic 
firepower for specialised tasks. The late and limited introduction, however, prevented 
broad doctrinal integration; available quantities were insufficient to achieve scale effect 
or a widespread conversion. 

In practice, therefore, the Sten remained for the KNIL a useful but narrowly deployed 
asset and could not compensate for the colonial army’s structural and materiel 
deficiencies. 
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Unbekannter Fotograf / Dienst voor Legercontacten Indonesië: Militair sergeant KNIL, Medan, März 1947. Gemeinfrei 
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Ammunition and Logistical Problems 

The KNIL’s ammunition situation was a persistent weak point of the colonial force. It was 
characterized by a heterogeneous mix of calibres, limited stockpiles and a strong 
dependence on sea transport; these factors had immediate effects on operational 
planning, weapons issuance and combat readiness. 

For long arms and heavy weapons the 6.5×53R Mannlicher served as the single common 
denominator. Rifles and a number of available machine guns were chambered for this 
cartridge, so a large portion of the munitions logistics was concentrated on 
manufacture, storage and transport of this calibre class. The use of a comparatively light 
but ballistically effective rifle cartridge allowed economical ammunition consumption 
and offered favourable range and penetration for its time. At the same time, the 
Mannlicher system required specific arrangements for handling Mannlicher en-bloc 
clips, drums or belts depending on weapon type. 

Sidearm stocks were fragmented. In addition to isolated items in .45 ACP, the KNIL 
retained 9mm Luger for some SMGs and the M11, 9mm Short for the FN M.25, 7.65mm 
Browning and various revolver calibres. This multiplicity increased the complexity of re-
supply: magazines, loading aids and cleaning kits had to be stocked separately. 

The real weakness of the supply system lay less in the theoretical choice of calibres than 
in the practical dependence on maritime transport. Procurement channels ran primarily 
via Europe; local production capacity for ammunition was minimal. Storage and 
distribution therefore relied on scheduled shipping and a complex internal distribution 
network across the archipelago. That system was vulnerable to disruptions of sea lanes, 
weather and political interference. 

When the Japanese offensive began the supply lines collapsed rapidly. Blockades, loss 
of port infrastructure and the danger to transport convoys produced immediate 
shortages. Colonial units were soon forced to ration ammunition, prioritise usage and 
resort to improvised redistribution. The different calibres aggravated the situation: 
lacking stocks of a given type could not easily be substituted by another. This affected 
front-line units as well as reserves and security detachments. 

The immediate consequences were manifold. The firepower and endurance of individual 
formations declined; planned operations had to be postponed; shortages of spare parts 
and cleaning equipment reduced weapon availability. Morale suffered as visible 
ammunition shortages constrained units’ freedom of action. On an organisational level 
the crisis increased the use of captured Japanese weapons. 

The KNIL’s ammunition situation was therefore a structural problem resulting from two 
main causes — heterogeneous calibre stocks on the one hand and external 
procurement dependency on the other. As long as sea routes remained open this deficit 
could be mitigated by planning and stockpiling; at the moment of disruption, however, 
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the vulnerability became brutally apparent and contributed substantially to the rapid 
loss of operational capability. 

When the Japanese offensive began, supply lines immediately broke down and the 
colonial army was left without adequate provision. 

 

Assessment and Lessons Learned 

By the early 1940s, the KNIL faced a series of deep-seated structural deficiencies that 
proved fatal in its confrontation with the Japanese offensive. Central to this were its 
historical character as a colonial security force, its decades-long reliance on outdated 
weapon systems, and a procurement and supply strategy tied to long overseas shipping 
routes. These conditions left the KNIL fundamentally unprepared for large-scale, high-
intensity warfare against a modern, mechanized, and tactically advanced army. 

From a ballistic and tactical standpoint, the KNIL’s standard rifle caliber, the 6.5×53R 
Mannlicher, had once been well suited to earlier modes of combat, offering controllable 
recoil, sufficient range, and economical ammunition consumption. In the context of 
colonial policing and asymmetric warfare, it was practical and adequate. However, 
against a peer adversary with sustained fire superiority, it became a liability: its 
comparatively low muzzle energy and penetration reduced the ability to achieve fire 
dominance or engage the enemy effectively at longer ranges. 

Similarly, the standard service pistol in 9mm Short was adequate for law enforcement 
tasks but ballistically limited, leaving KNIL personnel disadvantaged in combat against 
opponents armed with more powerful sidearms or submachine guns. The late 
introduction of SMGs such as the Thompson and Sten came too late and in too few 
numbers to meaningfully alter the army’s fighting power. 

The KNIL’s logistical situation was a strategic choke point. Dependence on sea transport 
from Europe, the multitude of calibers in service, and the lack of local ammunition 
production created extreme vulnerability to disruptions. When Japan cut the supply 
routes, shortages immediately crippled operational capability. The diversity of calibers 
further exacerbated the crisis, as shortages in one type of ammunition could not be 
offset by others. 

Beyond material factors, training and doctrine magnified the problem. KNIL training 
emphasized policing and internal security rather than coordinated, mobile combat 
against a modern enemy. This was reflected in marksmanship, use of automatic 
weapons, and the integration of support fire. The late, selective modernization did not 
overcome these structural deficiencies, not only due to material shortages but also due 
to insufficient adaptation in training and doctrine. 
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From this case, several enduring lessons emerge: 

1. Caliber harmonization is essential to reduce logistical complexity. 

2. Local production and repair capacity are critical for forces deployed in distant or 
isolated theaters. 

3. Early and broad modernization programs must include not just procurement but 
also training and doctrinal adaptation. 

4. The piecemeal acquisition of small batches of advanced weapons has little 
strategic effect if numbers and support infrastructure are lacking. 

In the end, the KNIL in its decisive years was an army whose material and organizational 
framework did not match the contemporary battlefield. Reliance on prewar weapons, 
insufficient ammunition standardization, and external supply dependency combined to 
create strategic vulnerability, which severely hindered any effective resistance against 
the Japanese offensive. The late introduction of modern small arms reflected 
recognition of the need for reform, but changes came too slowly to influence the course 
of events. 

The KNIL’s armament and procurement policy, shaped by pragmatic, colonial-era 
priorities, functioned well enough in peacetime. In real war against a modern opponent, 
however, it proved wholly inadequate. 

 


