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In preparation for the arrival of our
MG42, I wanted to make sure that I had
everything I would need to immediately
hit the range.  I already had several cases
of .308 on hand, but no 8mm, which is what
our gun was chambered for.  But luckily,
one of the great things about the MG42 is
the ease of caliber conversion from the ob-
solete 8mm to the popular .308.  So ini-
tially, I opted to pick up the parts for the
caliber conversion instead of buying some
8mm.  I ordered a barrel, top cover, feed
tray, and booster assembly from RTG
Parts.  I also had complete parts kits in both

So you ponied up the money for that original MG42 you always wanted, patiently waited for what seemed
like years for the transfer to come through, and bought every accessory the German army ever had.  You
have a pallet of ammunition belted up and ready to go.  So when the transfer finally comes through, you
think you can just pack up the truck, head to the range, and blast away?  Well, not so fast there, Hans.  You
might want to save yourself a few headaches by first reading the following saga about what my wife and I
went through to get our MG42 to run...

8mm and .308, a post war ground mount,
and an anti-aircraft (AA) tripod.  If I
needed a spare part, I had it.  Lastly, I or-
dered two translated German MG42 manu-
als from John Baum.  I was ready to rock.

The big day finally arrives and our new
(to us) MG42 was delivered.  What a glo-
rious day it was as my wife watched me
pull out of the box an excellent condition,
World War II era MG42 covered in grease
and oozing with history.  As I began to field
strip the gun, it was apparent that this gun
had not been abused.  The finish was blued
and in great condition, with no major dings

nor any rust.  The trunnion (cam piece) was
not chipped or damaged and all the rivets
were tight.  Because I had read tons of in-
formation, I knew what to look for - or so
I thought.  Yep, this was going to be great.
I gave the gun a good cleaning and lube,
and changed out the barrel, top cover, and
feed tray, so we could shoot .308.  I also
installed a bolt catch to significantly re-
duce the chance of blowing up the gun.
With several belts loaded up, everything
was ready to go.

The next day, my wife and I headed out
to the range.  My wife is an avid shooter

With the bolt out of the gun, the extractor should securely
hold a dummy cartridge in a horizontal position.
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and those who know her know two things
about her shooting habits.  The first is she
likes to lay on the trigger for long bursts
until she is out of ammunition.  The sec-
ond is she has limited patience for tinker-
ing with a gun.  She uses shooting as her
primary stress reliever, so it needs to work
and work well.  There will be no problems
at this range session though.  This MG42
is in great condition so it will run just fine,
and all I brought were 50 round belts, so
she was not going to be melting any bar-
rels.  I mounted the gun on the AA tripod,
loaded up a 50 round belt, nestled the stock
into my shoulder, and pulled the trigger.
The sear released the bolt, which stripped
a round from the belt, chambered it... and
nothing.  Hmm, I assumed it must be a bad
round.  I cocked the gun again, pulled the
trigger, and the same thing occurred.
Surely, I could not have had two bad
rounds back to back.  This was clean Por-
tuguese surplus ammunition, which I have
never had any problems with in the past.
Third time’s a charm?  Nope.  With my
wife hawking over the situation and anx-
iously waiting to get some trigger time, it
was time to step back and take a look at
exactly what was going on.

I picked up the rounds and inspected

them.  All three had light primer strikes
and had failed to ignite.  The gun was just
cleaned so I knew that there was not any
crud slowing the bolt down, nor was the
firing pin being impeded by a clogged fir-
ing pin hole.  I figured that although the
firing pin had looked good, in reality,
maybe it was a tad too worn.  Luckily of
all the parts I did not bother to bring, I did

bring an extra complete bolt.  I swapped
out the bolt for one that looked like it was
brand new.  With the gun back together,
and loaded up, I pulled the trigger.  Bang...
then silence.  I cocked it again, pulled the
trigger, and this time it did not fire at all.
With my wife getting impatient, I tried it a
few more times.  Sometimes it fired, some-
times not, but when it did, it was only one
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round.  Frustrated, I had had enough.  The
MG42 got put away and we blasted away
with some other machine guns to reduce
the tension.  The wife was happy.

Once I got home, I disassembled the gun
and began to go over the parts, comparing
them to those in the parts kits to see if
something looked amiss.  Every part from
the gun appeared to be in excellent shape
and looked just like its counterpart in the
kits; that is all except one: the recoil spring.
The one in the gun was obviously shorter
than the others I had.  That had to be it!  I
put the gun back together with the newer
recoil spring.  After it was together, I gave
the charging handle a pull.  It was notice-
ably more difficult to retract compared to
the original spring, but we would have to
wait a week before we could try it out.

The week
passed, and we got
back out to the
range to finally do
some blasting with
the historic piece.
My wife had an es-
pecially stressful

Above: With a trunnion and barrel by themselves, the relationship between the two can be better visualized.  The first
photograph shows the barrel part way through the recoil cycle.  The barrel would be moving left, towards the trunnion.
In the second photograph, the barrel is at its rearmost position, having been stopped by slamming into the trunnion.  The
recuperator (not shown) retards the rearward motion of the barrel, thereby easing the impact on the trunnion.

week, so she was ready to tear up a few
targets - better them than me.  With the
MG42 on its tripod and a belt loaded, I
settled in for a quick burst.  Brrrraaap.  I
released the trigger and about three rounds
had let go.  With a proud grin, I informed
my wife that it was now working and after
I finished the belt she would finally get her
turn.  Hunkered down to ceremoniously
finish the belt, I pulled the trigger, and
nothing happened, not even the bolt releas-
ing.  In all my excitement, I did not realize
that the gun had a stoppage a split second
before I had released the trigger.  I pulled
the charging handle back and a live round
came out with an empty case caught be-
tween the bolt and the extension on the
charging handle that contacts the bolt.  I
figured it was a slight hiccup, no big deal,

just blowing out some cobwebs so to
speak.  I cleared the gun and readied it for
another firing.  The same thing happened,
a short burst followed by a stoppage with
a live round partially chambered and an
empty case stuck up in the receiver.  This
was no longer any fun.  I had a gun that
would not run and a wife who needed to
shoot.  I asked my wife to keep an eye on
the charging handle when I tried the next
burst to see if it might be vibrating loose
and possibly giving some resistance to the
bolt travel.  Under her watchful stare, it
remained forward, locked in place, just like
it should be.  Damn.

I gave my wife an MP5 to calm her
down, while I went at it with the MG42.
Maybe the problem was with the ejector
or extractor.  I had a total of three com-

Right: Counter
clockwise from
upper left: ejector
rod, firing pin, fir-
ing pin hold/lock-
ing wedge, bolt
head with rollers,
bolt housing, bolt
catch, ejector bar.
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plete bolts with me, so I
chose the bolt with the best
looking extractor, and put
in the newest ejector pin
and ejector bar I had.  No
dice - it still would not run.
Maybe there was a
headspace problem and
the bolt was locking up too
tight.  Since I did not have
any headspace gauges with
me, I resorted to trying
each bolt with each of the
two barrels I had with me.
Every time I would get
excited with anticipation
that this would be the win-
ning combination, and ev-
ery time I was sorely dis-
appointed with the same
problem.  By this time I
was really getting irritated.
Between changing out so
many parts and the wind
coming off the neighbor-
ing river, my hands were
cold and stiff.  While I was
racking my brain trying to figure out what
the heck could possibly be wrong, I no-
ticed my wife smiling as she was empty-
ing magazine after magazine into the berm.
At least someone out here was happy.

Could it be that maybe the belts were
too tight for the .308?  I did recall some
were easier to load than others, and I was
still on my first belt.  Since I had no way
of knowing now which belts were the
easier ones I loaded, I had to just start try-
ing them.  Belt after belt, I would try it at
least twice, and then move on to the next
one.  I even tried a disintegrating belt of
M13 links.  I still could not get it to run.

After the last belt, I opened the top cover
and inspected the pressure plate thinking
it might be the problem.  Comparing it to
one on a new cover I had, its spring pres-
sure and shape were the same.

By this time my wife must have blazed
through half of a case of 9mm, so she came
over to presumably give me a hand.  No
such luck, she wanted the UZI.  She did
ask how things were progressing though.
As I watched her pull out some UZI maga-
zines, I noticed another booster assembly
sitting there, but it only had two parts to it.
Since an 8mm booster assembly has three
parts, that one had to be for .308.  All this

time I had been running with the incorrect
8mm booster.  Additionally, the .308
booster has a smaller exit hole, thereby
allowing the escaping gases to impart a
greater force to operate the gun.  I quickly
swapped out the boosters.  And just as
quickly, I found out that other than increas-
ing the rate of fire a bit, it still malfunc-
tioned.  It was time to pack up and head
home.

At this point, the only thing I could pos-
sibly think of was that maybe the
recuperator springs needed to be changed.
The recoil spring had needed to be re-
placed, so maybe these did too.  I tried the

German recom-
mended field test,
which essentially
says that with the
flash hider off, the
recuperator springs
should support the
gun standing on its
barrel bushing.  It

Left: The buffer
head and buffer
spring are in
correct align-
ment allowing
the recoil spring
to operate freely.

Above: Notice the claw part of the charging handle is not rounded and is firmly latched to the receiver.
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goes on to say with the gun pushed down
on its muzzle, compressing the recuperator
springs, they should be able to easily lift
the gun back up.  The assembly passed the
test, but since I did not have anything to
lose, I removed the recuperator assembly
and shipped it off to Bob “Bubba” Naess
at Black River Militaria for a rebuild.  Be-
fore I packed it up though, I compared the
spring pressure of it to the two spares I
had.  They all felt similar, but since my
sense of feel is not calibrated to measure
spring constants, I was not taking any
chances.

Fast forward several weeks to when I
get the recuperator assembly back from
Black River Militaria.  The assembly was

cleaned, lubricated, and had all of its
springs changed.  During the time our
prized MG42 had been sitting idle, I was
further educating myself about MG42s
with every piece of reference material I
could lay my hands on.  Learning about
how important the recuperator assembly
is to the firing sequence, I was convinced
that this was my problem.  So without fur-
ther delay, the rebuilt assembly went back
into the gun.

That following weekend it was back out
to range to finally give our MG42 the
workout she was yearning for.  After con-
vincing my wife that we did not need to
bring any other guns because we were go-
ing to be far too busy shooting the MG42

and refilling the belts, we
loaded the truck and
headed out.  We got out to
the range and started un-
packing.  So familiar was
the ritual of unloading and
setting up the MG42 from
past trips that I was start-
ing to get the sinking feel-
ing that things might turn
out with the same disap-
pointing results.  Maybe I
should have brought some
other hardware, just in case.

Loaded up with a fresh
belt that I purposely chose
because it was easily
loaded, we were ready.
Pulling the trigger, she
came to life... for about four
rounds, and then choked.
My wife’s smile faded as
she reminded me of my

choice to not bring any other firearms be-
cause we would be way too busy shooting
the MG42.  I was at a complete loss.  I had
checked, replaced, and/or repaired every
part on the gun.  Or had I...

The checklist

So what do you check for when you first
get that MG42?  I would highly advise to
first purchase at least one of John Baum’s
translated MG42 manuals.  They are worth
their weight in gold.  Next, review the fol-
lowing list of the more common things to
check which will minimize the chance of
problems:

Above: The pressure plate is the finger-like projection pointing to the right.  It needs to have
a stout spring pressure and be angled as shown.  If not, the cartridges may not feed correctly
into the chamber.

Below: The length of the recoil spring should be at least as long as the distance from the rear edge of the receiver to the front
edge of the feed tray.  The recoil spring in the photo is well within the specification as it nearly reaches the front sight.
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• Cleanliness.  This
may be obvious to
some, but make sure
the gun is clean, espe-
cially the chamber and
bolt guide rails.  A
quick test for chamber
cleanliness is to hold
the barrel chamber end
up and drop a cartridge
into it.  The cartridge
should be able to com-
pletely chamber itself
under its own weight.
Then, when the barrel
is turned upside down,
the cartridge should fall
out by itself.  To test the
guide rails, remove the
stock, buffer, recoil
spring, and bolt.  Then,
with the gun tilted forward, and the trigger
pulled, insert the bolt into the receiver and
let it slide forward.  It should freely slide
all the way into the barrel extension.  It
should not hang up anywhere or encoun-
ter any significant resistance along the way.
If there is a hang-up, check to make sure
the rails are clean and free of any obstruc-
tions.

• Recuperator springs.  The German

operator’s manual recommends testing the
strength of the recuperator assembly by
removing the flash hider and standing the
gun up on its muzzle end, resting on the
barrel bushing.  The recuperator springs
should support the weight of the gun and
not allow the barrel to move.  The testing
should continue by pushing down on the
gun while in the same muzzle down posi-
tion, then allowing the recuperator springs
to lift the gun back up, putting the barrel

into its extended position.  The springs
should be able to do this easily, although
it is subjective as to what easily is.  If there
is any inclination that the springs may be
weak, have them replaced.  On every re-
coil of the gun, the barrel extension slams
into the trunnion, damaging them over
time.  There is no way to prevent this; it is
inherent in the design of the gun.  If the
recuperator springs are weak, the barrel
hits the trunnion with greater force, thereby

accelerating the damage.

A spare recuperator assembly lies next to an MG42 receiver to illustrate how the assembly sits
in the receiver.  Part of the receiver’s own recuperator assembly can also be seen inside.  The
recuperator is a critical part in the gun’s operation cycle.

Left: Looking
through the barrel
change door, the
trunnion can be
seen.  The rectangu-
lar shaped shiny spot
on the trunion is one
of the two unlocking
ramps (the other is
hidden from view).
The area that needs
to be inspected for
damage is at the very
end of the trunnion
where the barrel
hits.  Note the
recuperator head
visible below the
trunnion unlocking
ramp.  This is what
pushes the barrel
forward during the
cycling of the gun.
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• Recoil spring.  The length of the recoil
spring should be at least as long as the dis-
tance from the rear edge of the receiver to
the front edge of the feed tray.  Its designed
length is 16.9 inches.

• Ejector pin and ejector bar.  Make sure
the ejector pin is not bent, damaged, or
“mushroomed” on the end.  When in its
extended position, it should extend out to
about the front edge of the bolt head.  The
ejector bar should be straight, without any
warps or bends, and should have no chip-
ping.

• Extractor.   The extractor should not have
any chips in it and have a clean, sharp edge.
With the bolt out of the gun, the extractor
should securely hold a dummy cartridge
in a horizontal position.

• Firing pin and firing pin hole.  The fir-
ing pin hole needs to be free of dirt, grease,
and crud.  If it is obstructed, even partially,
the firing pin may be prevented from ex-
tending out enough to fire the cartridge,
or even worse, may remain extended and
possibly fire a round out of battery. The
firing pin itself should be unbent, smooth
with no burrs, and not excessively worn.

• Pressure plate.  The pressure plate,
which is the finger-like piece in the top
cover that directs the cartridge into the
chamber, needs to have stiff spring pres-
sure and give much resistance when
pushed.  The plate cannot be bent at an
abnormal angle otherwise the cartridges
may hang up going into the chamber.  If it
is bent too much the round will nose dive
into the barrel extension.  If bent too little,
or has a weak spring, the round will be
presented too high into the barrel exten-
sion.

• Buffer.   Ensure that the buffer head is
aligned straight with the buffer spring.  This
allows the recoil spring to freely slide on
the buffer.  If the head and buffer spring
are misaligned, the recoil spring may get
hung up and interfere with the cycling of
the gun.

• Booster exit hole.  According to the Ger-

man manual H.Dv.
216/6, the booster
exit hole diameter
is 11mm for .308
and 11.5mm for
8mm.  Although,
the MG42 can typi-
cally run the larger
diameter hole with
.308.  Doing so will
reduce both the rate
of fire and the
stress imparted on
the gun, but may
also decrease its re-
liability.

• Belts.  The belts
should be free of
rust and dirt to en-
sure that the car-
tridges are easily
stripped free.  This
is especially criti-
cal when using
.308 in belts origi-
nally designed for 8mm.  Until the 8mm
belts are fairly used, they can be quite snug
for the .308 rounds.  If running .308, search
out the looser belts by trying to insert a
few rounds by hand.  A better solution is
to use belts specifically designed for .308.
An alternative is to employ the proper feed
tray and top cover that allow use of the
M13 disintegrating links, also commonly
referred to as M60 links.

• Ejection port cover spring.  The ejec-
tion port cover spring needs to be strong
enough to keep the ejection port cover fully
open.  If it is weak, extremely dirty, or cov-
ered in grease, it may not hold the ejection
port cover open, impeding the expulsion
of the empty cases.  In the case of a dam-
aged or weak spring, there is the option of
just removing the cover and spring com-
pletely from the gun as it is unnecessary in
a non-combat environment.

• Cocking handle.  Make sure the claw
part of the cocking handle that latches on
to the receiver is not damaged or severely
worn.  In conjunction, the edge on the re-
ceiver where the claw grabs onto needs to

also be in good shape and not rounded off.
If, during firing, the cocking handle vi-
brates loose, it may impart some resistance
to the traveling bolt, possibly inducing a
malfunction.

• .308 conversion parts.  When convert-
ing from 8mm to .308, some people are
willing and able to swap out just the bar-
rels and the gun will run fine.  Do yourself
a favor and go the whole nine yards by us-
ing all of the proper parts.  This includes
the barrel, booster assembly, feed tray, top
cover, and bolt.  Granted, some guns can
run with only changing out the barrel, but
using all of the proper parts reduces the
likelihood of malfunctions, especially as
the gun gets dirty.

These last few things may not necessar-
ily affect the operation of the gun, but are
telltale signs of heavy use.

• Trunnion. Remove the barrel and take a
look at the trunnion through the barrel
change door.  Observe the unlocking
ramps, which are the extensions seen on
each side of the inside area of the trun-

Right: When performing the field test for checking the
recuperator springs, the gun will be standing on its bar-
rel bushing as shown.  The rebuilt recuperator assembly
in this gun holds the gun up with ease.
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nion.  There will be some wear on them,
but they should not be chipped or dam-
aged.  If they are, the trunnion should be
replaced by a competent gunsmith.

• Rivets. The rivets that hold the bolt rails,
trunnion, buttstock/buffer mounts, grip
mount, and recuperator anchor need to be
tight.  With a lot of shooting, over time
they will loosen up.

• Cracking.  Over time, cracks may ap-
pear in the receiver where the diameter is
reduced for the muzzle bearing.   Another
place where cracks may form is in the web
area between the cooling holes.  Any
cracks are typically a sign of heavy use.

Problem solved

I am sure by now readers are curious as
to what happened to our cherished MG42.
Was it sold?  Banished to the depths of the
vault?  Thrown in the river?  Well, it was
none of the above.

After the last miserable outing, and a
very long ride home, I was not sure what
to do now.  It was late in the Saturday
evening and I sat down to read the Ger-
man manuals again. I had a hunch that

since I was so excited when they came, I
might not have absorbed everything the
first time I read them.  That hunch turned
out to be correct.  There, nestled in the
pages, was the solution to my problem that
I had been overlooking the whole time: the
weak dust cover spring.  Yep, that was it.
It is an unglamorous, boring part that is
not even needed for our recreational use
of the weapon, but was the cause of my
frustration.  It turned out that since the
spring was weak and covered in grease, it
was not holding the dust cover open all
the way.  As the gun was firing, the vibra-
tion would cause the dust cover to close
just enough to bounce an ejected case back
up into the gun, thereby producing a stop-
page.  Once I removed the dust cover com-
pletely, the gun has never missed a lick.
Could all of my frustrations been avoided
by just removing the dust cover or replac-
ing its spring the day I got the gun?  Possi-
bly.  I do believe that the weak recoil spring
had something to do with the initial light
primer strikes though.  But for my sanity, I
would like to think that it was a culmina-
tion of all of the things that I did.  The
thought of all of the time wasted on trouble-
shooting when we could have been shoot-
ing is a little disheartening.  I just have to
consider it as a self-taught, hands-on
armorer’s course.

Sources:

MG42 parts and accessories:
RTG Parts

Robert Johnson / RTG Parts
20783 N. 83rd Ave. Suite 103-235

Peoria, Arizona 85382
(623) 362-3459

RobertRTG@earthlink.net
www.robertrtg.com

Translated German ordnance manuals:
John Baum

5678 State Rt. 45
Lisbon, Ohio  44432

John@GermanManuals.Com
www.germanmanuals.com

MG42 gunsmithing services:
Black River Militaria

Robert E. Naess
Rte 131, PO Box 471

Cavendish, VT   05142
(802) 226-7204

BMG17A1@hotmail.com
www.blackrivermilitaria.com


