
history of the 38 special
history of the 38 special is a fascinating journey through time, showcasing the evolution of one of
the most popular revolver cartridges in history. Developed in the late 19th century, the .38 Special
has played a significant role in law enforcement, military applications, and civilian use. This article
delves deep into its origins, design, historical significance, and ongoing legacy, providing insights into
why this cartridge remains a preferred choice among shooters today. We will explore its development,
key features, and the impact it has had on firearms and ammunition. Additionally, we will look at its
role in various conflicts and its enduring popularity in modern times.
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Development of the .38 Special
The .38 Special was developed in 1898 by Smith & Wesson as an improvement over the earlier .38
Long Colt. The initial purpose was to create a cartridge that offered better performance for law
enforcement and military use. The .38 Long Colt, used during the Spanish-American War, was found
to be inadequate, prompting the need for a more powerful round.

The .38 Special features a longer case than its predecessor, allowing for more powder and thus
greater velocity and energy. This design change significantly enhanced its stopping power, making it
a popular choice among police departments and civilians alike. The cartridge was officially introduced
in 1902 and quickly gained recognition for its accuracy and manageable recoil.

Key Milestones in Development
Several key milestones mark the development of the .38 Special:

1898: Development begins by Smith & Wesson.



1902: Official introduction of the .38 Special cartridge.

1930s: Adoption by various police departments across the United States.

1940s: Widely used during World War II by military police.

Technical Specifications
The .38 Special cartridge is characterized by several notable specifications that contribute to its
performance:

Case Length: 1.155 inches (29.3 mm)

Overall Length: 1.455 inches (37 mm)

Bullet Diameter: 0.357 inches (9.07 mm)

Typical Bullet Weights: 110 gr to 158 gr (7.1 g to 10.2 g)

Maximum Pressure: 17,000 psi (117 MPa)

These specifications allow the .38 Special to deliver a balance of power and recoil, making it favorable
for both target shooting and self-defense. Additionally, the availability of various bullet types,
including lead, hollow points, and jacketed bullets, adds versatility to its usage.

Historical Significance
The .38 Special holds a significant place in the history of firearms. Its use by law enforcement
agencies began in the early 20th century, with many police revolvers chambered for this cartridge.
The performance of the .38 Special provided officers with a reliable tool for self-defense and crime
prevention.

Throughout the decades, the cartridge has been involved in many pivotal moments in American
history. Its effectiveness in the field led to its widespread adoption and use in various conflicts:

World War I: Used by military police and some infantry units.

Prohibition Era: Popular among law enforcement and criminals alike.

World War II: Utilized extensively by military police and some soldiers.

The .38 Special's reputation for reliability and stopping power has established it as a cornerstone in
the realm of revolver ammunition.



Use in Law Enforcement
For much of the 20th century, the .38 Special was the standard revolver cartridge for law enforcement
across the United States. Its manageable recoil made it accessible for officers of all experience levels,
and the revolvers chambered for this cartridge were often lighter and easier to carry than semi-
automatic pistols.

Many iconic revolvers, such as the Smith & Wesson Model 10 and the Colt Detective Special, were
chambered in .38 Special. These firearms became popular among police departments due to their
reliability and accuracy.

While many police forces have transitioned to semi-automatic pistols, the .38 Special remains in use
in some jurisdictions and is often the choice for backup weapons or off-duty carry.

Influence on Popular Culture
The .38 Special has also made its mark on popular culture, featuring prominently in films, television
shows, and literature. Its portrayal as a classic law enforcement weapon has shaped public perception
of revolvers and contributed to its iconic status.

Numerous fictional characters have been depicted using .38 Special revolvers, reinforcing its image
as a reliable firearm. This cartridge has appeared in:

Classic detective novels.

Hollywood films, especially crime dramas.

Television series showcasing police work.

These representations have not only highlighted the .38 Special's effectiveness but have also
cemented its place in the cultural landscape of firearms.

Modern Developments
In recent years, the .38 Special has seen continued interest from both enthusiasts and manufacturers.
While newer calibers have emerged, the .38 Special remains relevant due to its historical significance
and performance characteristics.

Modern ammunition technology has led to the development of advanced projectiles, such as +P loads
that offer increased velocity and energy without significantly altering the shooting experience. These
innovations ensure that the .38 Special continues to meet the needs of contemporary shooters.

Moreover, the resurgence of interest in revolvers, spurred by their reliability and simplicity, has
further solidified the .38 Special's position in the market.

Conclusion
The history of the .38 Special is a testament to its enduring legacy in the world of firearms. From its



development in the late 19th century to its continued use in various applications today, this cartridge
has established itself as a staple in the ammunition landscape. Its combination of power, accuracy,
and manageable recoil has made it a preferred choice among law enforcement, military personnel,
and civilian shooters. As we look to the future, the .38 Special remains a symbol of reliability and
effectiveness, underscoring its significance in both history and modern shooting culture.

Q: What is the origin of the .38 Special cartridge?
A: The .38 Special cartridge was developed by Smith & Wesson in 1898 as an improvement over the
.38 Long Colt, aiming to provide better performance for law enforcement and military use.

Q: When was the .38 Special officially introduced?
A: The .38 Special was officially introduced in 1902 and quickly gained popularity among police
departments and civilian shooters.

Q: What are the key specifications of the .38 Special?
A: The .38 Special features a case length of 1.155 inches, an overall length of 1.455 inches, and a
bullet diameter of 0.357 inches. It typically uses bullet weights ranging from 110 grains to 158 grains.

Q: How has the .38 Special been used in law enforcement?
A: The .38 Special was the standard revolver cartridge for many police departments throughout the
20th century, known for its manageable recoil and reliability, with iconic revolvers like the Smith &
Wesson Model 10 being commonly used.

Q: Has the .38 Special seen any modern developments in
ammunition?
A: Yes, modern advancements have led to the creation of +P loads for the .38 Special, providing
increased velocity and energy while maintaining a similar shooting experience.

Q: What role has the .38 Special played in popular culture?
A: The .38 Special has been featured in numerous films, television shows, and detective novels,
reinforcing its image as a reliable law enforcement weapon and contributing to its iconic status.

Q: Why is the .38 Special still relevant today?
A: The .38 Special remains relevant due to its historical significance, effective performance, and the
resurgence of interest in revolvers among shooters, ensuring its place in both law enforcement and



civilian use.

Q: What are some popular revolvers chambered for the .38
Special?
A: Popular revolvers chambered for the .38 Special include the Smith & Wesson Model 10, Colt
Detective Special, and various models from Ruger and Taurus.

Q: How does the .38 Special compare to other cartridges?
A: The .38 Special offers a balance of power and recoil, making it suitable for self-defense and target
shooting, while newer cartridges may provide higher velocities or capacities in semi-automatic
platforms.
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