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By Al Paulson

T actical Rifles builds an out-
standing .308 sniper rifle 
that’s inspired by the M40-A1 
rifle that was used with such 

success by the scout-snipers of the 
US Marine Corps. The M40 rifle from 
Tactical Rifles is accurate, tough and 
user-friendly. Let’s take a hands-on look 
at the design and performance of this 
interesting rifle. 

Gun Details

Based upon the Remington M700 
action, Tactical Rifles uses custom, 
match-grade barrel blanks with a 1:10 
twist rate. While they normally employ 
chrome-moly barrels, stainless steel 
barrels can be used if requested. 
Fluting is another available option. Their 

GUN TEST

Inspired by the Steyr SSG, the M40’s bolt knob provides better leverage and a more 
friendly shape for rapid-action drills than the Remington bolt knob.
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most popular chambering is .308. They 
can provide other short-action calibers 
as well, including the Winchester Short 
Magnums. They can also build the M40 
in long-action magnum calibers. The 
rifle used in this study features a 26-
inch barrel with an M852 Marine-spec 
chamber and a muzzle diameter of 0.85 
of an inch. Tactical Rifles can provide 
any barrel length from 16 to 26 inches 
at no extra charge.

The barrels are particularly interest-
ing and merit a brief discussion about 
how they are made. There’s no argu-
ment that not all barrel steels are the 
same. These barrels use alloys that are 
custom made to proprietary specifica-
tions. Rifling is cut by the single-point 
process, which is the oldest and slow-
est cutting method. Tactical Rifles 
barrels are noteworthy because each 
cut only removes 100 millionths of an 
inch. This makes a slow method even 

USMC sniper rifle delivers 
between-the-eyes 
accuracy at 400 yards!

The test rifle features McMillan’s A-5 stock upgrade with adjustable cheekpiece.

The M40 rifle from 
Tactical Rifles is 
accurate, tough 

and user-friendly.
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For more information contact:

Diagonal Road Gun Shop, 
14131 Diagonal Rd, Dept CH , La 
Grange, OH 44050; 440-458-4369

slower. Why bother? Making such fine 
skims with each cut produces excel-
lent concentricity and a uniform twist 
rate. It also eliminates any stress that 
would have to be relieved for optimal 
accuracy. 

Accuracy is enhanced by lapping the 
barrel after it’s bored to remove any 
tool marks, and again after the rifling 
process is completed. While finish lap-
ping is not necessary with this process 
for accuracy purposes, it does improve 
the smoothness of the bore, which in 
turn reduces fouling and makes clean-
ing much easier. Finish lapping is only 
applied in the direction of bullet travel, 
and it removes less than 16 microns 
of metal. While lands and grooves are 
held to a tolerance of 0 to + 0.005 of 
an inch, bore dimensions of a barrel 
remain uniform to within 0.0001 of an 
inch. Tools entering and exiting the 
barrel blank can introduce a slight flare 
in the bore, however. This is unavoid-
able, as far as I know. The fix is simple. 
Tactical Rifles removes at least an inch 
from muzzle-end of the blank. There is 
a lesson here for all of us who demand 
maximum accuracy from our precision 
rifles. 

Tactical Rifles earns major bonus 
points for including very detailed 
break-in instructions with the rifle. Not 
all barrels should use the same break-
in method. This is a big deal. Proper 
break-in produces less copper fouling 
and 20-50 percent better accuracy with 
these M40 rifles.

Every action is trued, blueprinted, 
ground and lapped, which not only 
makes the rifle more accurate and bolt 
operation smoother. Southpaws can 
specify a left-handed action at a slight 
extra cost.

A Shilen tactical-grade trigger sys-
tem replaces the Remington trigger, 
and it is set to whatever specs the end-
user desires. I generally like this trigger 
set to 2.5 pounds for target shooting 
and 3.5 pounds for tactical applica-

tions. The trigger on the test rifle broke 
crisply, and exhibited no creep or over-
travel. The rifle can be fitted with any 
trigger upon request. 

Target shooters commonly request a 
Jewell trigger. While I’ve shot my per-
sonal best at 650 yards with a Jewell 
trigger, it is a target trigger, not a tacti-
cal trigger. For military and LE missions, 
I’d personally stick with the Shilen tacti-
cal-grade trigger that comes standard 
(at no extra charge) with systems built 
by Tactical Rifles.

The steel bolt knob is inspired by 
the Steyr SSG. It provides better 
leverage and more friendly shape for 

rapid-action drills than the Remington 
bolt knob. A steel Picatinny (MIL-STD-
1913) rail provides a milspec interface 
for telescopic sights and night vision 
devices.

The test rifle features McMillan’s A-5 
stock upgrade with adjustable cheek-
piece. My favorite McMillan stock, it 
combines the most popular features of 
the entire A series into a single tactical 
rifle stock. Constructed from hand-
laid fiberglass, the A-5 is available in 
a wide range of molded-in colors, as 
well as painted finishes. The A-5 comes 
standard with McMillan’s precision 
CNC inletting. The barrel channel is 

TACTICAL RIFLES M40 .308

The M40 balanced and handled beautifully, whether shooting offhand, supported off-
hand, or from a Harris bipod. Tactical Rifles coats all metal parts on the rifle with a 
tough and very corrosion-resistant, moly-based epoxy.

The Nightforce NXS 5.5-22x56mm scope with throw-lever rings mates to a steel 
Picatinny (MIL-STD-1913) rail.

The M40 from Tactical Rifles 
features a 26” barrel with 
1:10” twist rate and an M852 
Marine-spec chamber. 



Special Weapons 2006 • 45

machined to any barrel contour speci-
fied by the customer.

The M40 rifle normally features a 
McMillan M40-A1 fiberglass-reinforced 
stock that the late Gale McMillan 
developed in collaboration with the 
US Marine Corps. McMillan listened 
carefully to the needs and desires of 
Marine scout-snipers, and then added 
the lessons he learned as a world-class 
competitive shooter, rifle builder and 
stock maker. That collaboration began 
in 1975 and culminated in the M40-A1 
fiberglass stock, which is well known 
for its extremely rugged and user-
friendly design. Moreover, it delivers 
bench-rest accuracy under the most 
extreme environmental conditions. 
While McMillan’s M40-A1 stock has 
been around for a long time, it remains 
one of the best stocks available to the 
armed professional. 

Tactical Rifles stocks the McMillan 
M40-A1 in five colors, which are avail-
able at no extra charge: OD green, 
black, woodland camo, desert camo, 
and urban camo. These are not surface 
finishes that can be ruined by hard 
usage. The colors and patterns are cast 
into the stock. 

Tactical Rifles coats all metal parts 
on the rifle with an extreme environ-
ment, moly-based epoxy finish, which 
is both tough and very corrosion-resis-
tant. The end-user can choose a black, 
green, tan, or gray polymer coating 
that coordinates well with McMillan 
stock colors, at no extra charge. While 
Tactical Rifles will use any McMillan 
stock design and color scheme upon 
request, a special-ordered McMillan 
stock can delay the project consider-
ably. 

The marketplace abounds with 
excellent stock manufacturers. That 
said, it is interesting to note that 
McMillan is the most-issued sniper rifle 
stock in the Western World. Military 
end-users include the US Army, Navy 
and Marine Corps. Civilian end-users 

TACTICAL RIFLES M40 .308

Continued on page 97

The rifle in this study features the 
detachable magazine option, which 
accepts box magazines holding 4 (shown) 
or 10 rounds.

AD
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include the Secret Service, FBI, 
Treasury Department and Border Patrol. 

Tactical Rifles fully beds the action 
from the tang of the receiver to an inch 
forward of the recoil lug. The rest of 
the barrel is free-floated. They bed the 
triggerguard as well. Three sling studs 
come standard. The milspec magazine 
floor plate is steel, and it’s available in 
either a blind or detachable-magazine 
design. The rifle in this study features 
the detachable magazine option, which 
accepts box magazines holding 4 or 
10 rounds. WSM box magazines hold 
7 rounds. Rifle weights vary from 9.5 to 
12.5 pounds, depending upon options 
such as barrel length and contour. The 
test rifle weighed 12.5 pounds without 
optics.

Our Test Optics

I used a Nightforce NXS 5.5-
22x56mm scope with Mildot reticle to 
evaluate the M40’s performance. Made 
by Lightforce USA, this is an outstand-
ing scope. Over the years, I’ve used 
Nightforce 5.5-22x scopes to hit small 
targets out as far as 2,000 yards. The 
NXS scope is noteworthy for its unusu-
ally bright and crisp field of view. For 
example, the shooter can clearly see 
bullet holes at 200 yards. 

The second-generation (NXS) scopes 
are much more robust than the first 
generation. I managed to blow the 
erector tube when shooting a .50 BMG 
rifle with a first-generation scope. 
Lightforce repaired the scope within 
a week, without charge, and without 
hassle. Lightforce earns major bonus 
points for their stellar service. I’ve never 
had a problem with second-genera-
tion Nightforce NXS scopes. While the 
NXS is a bit expensive, it represents an 
excellent value for the LE sharpshooter 
and advanced shooting enthusiast.

The scope is 15.2 inches long, and 
weighs 32 ounces. It has a 30mm tube, 
56mm objective lens, and 36mm ocu-
lar lens. The NXS provides an internal 
adjustment range of 100-MOA elevation 
and 60-MOA windage. Each adjust-
ment click changes point-of-impact by 
¼-MOA. The field of view at 100 yards 
is 17.5 feet at 5.5x and 4.7 feet at 22x. 
Lightforce offers a bunch of reticle 
options to meet a wide array of mission 
requirements. I used the mildot reticle 
for this T&E. 

Shooting Impression

I began the T&E with rapid-action 
drills. The first thing I noticed was that 
the M40 balanced and handled beauti-
fully, whether shooting offhand, sup-
ported offhand or from a Harris bipod.

For the accuracy phase of the test-
ing, I used 175-grain Federal Gold 
Medal ammunition and Black Hills 
175-grain HPBT. I shot five 5-rounds 
groups, measured the greatest center-
to-center distance of each group, and 
calculated the mean (average) spread. 
The Federal ammunition delivered 
0.42 of an inch one-hole groups at 
100 yards, while Black Hills produced 
0.41-of-an-inch groups. To place this in 
some perspective, the USMC M40-A1 
generally delivered about 1-MOA with 
M118 ammunition, and about ½-MOA 
with the newer M118LR cartridge. 

Since I had a limited supply of 
Federal ammunition, I only used Black 
Hills for testing at 400 yards. The M40 
delivered consistent, between-the-eyes 
accuracy at 400 yards. It is safe to say 
that’s impressive performance. 

Finally, here are a few tips for anyone 
wanting to reload for this rifle. Optimum 
cartridge length for the M40’s chamber 
specs is 2.93 inches. The barrels used 
by Tactical Rifles seem to perform par-
ticularly well with 168 and 175-grain 

Sierra MatchKing bullets and Hornady 
168-grain A-Max projectiles. 

What’s the bottom line on the M40 
rifle from Tactical Rifles? It is tough 
and handy. The cold shot hits where 
it should. The rifle delivers between-
the-eyes accuracy at 400 yards. It is a 
rifleman’s rifle. I can think of no higher 
praise.

TACTICAL RIFLES M40 .308 Continued from page 63

Tactical Rifles
19250 Hwy. 301, Dept GW/LE

Dade City, FL 33523
352-999-0599; www.tacticalrifles.net

Lightforce USA
1040 Hazen Ln., Dept GW/LE

Orofino, ID 83544
208-476-9814; www.nightforceoptics.com

McMillan Fiberglass Stocks
1638 W. Knudsen Dr., Dept GW/LE

Phoenix, AZ 85027
623-582-9635; www.mcmfamily.com
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S ince the M40 rifle was intro-
duced in 1966 to meet the US 
Marine Corps need for a spe-

cialized sniper rifle, the Marines have 
fielded three variants of the M40 rifle. 
The original M40 was a type-classified 
variant of the Remington Model 700 
target and varmint rifle called the 10X. 
It featured a wood stock. Most were 
fitted with a Redfield 3-9x Accurange 
scope. 

Stock warpage proved to be a 
serious problem in Vietnam, and the 
Redfield scope proved too fragile 
for combat conditions. The Corps 
worked closely with rifle guru Gale 
McMillan to develop a fiberglass 
stock expressly for the needs of 
Marine snipers. The success of that 
collaboration produced the McMillan 
M40-A1 stock.

This enabled the Marine armorers 
at Quantico to upgrade their aging 
M40 rifles in the late 1970s. Two 
changes were particularly notewor-
thy. They rebarrelled the Remington 
actions with Hart barrels featuring six 
grooves and a 1:10-inch twist rate. 
And they replaced the Redfield vari-
able-power scopes with 10-power 
Unertl scopes featuring a mildot 
reticle and ballistic drop compensa-
tor designed expressly for the Marine 
Corps.

As tactical doctrine matured, so 
did the desire for design changes 
in the M40-A1. Development of the 

third-generation Marine rifle began 
in 1996 and culminated in 2001. 
Designated the M40-A3, the rifle is 
still based upon the Remington M700 
action. The rifle now uses a DD Ross 
triggerguard, and 24-inch Schneider 
5-groove barrel with 1:10-inch twist 
rate. Its McMillan A-4 Tactical Rifle 
Stock sports an adjustable cheek-
piece saddle and adjustable length of 
pull. Length of pull adjusts by adding 
or removing spacers. A Schmidt & 
Bender 3-12x50mm telescopic sight 
is the preferred day optic for this rifle. 
The Schmidt & Bender features a 
second-generation Marine reticle than 
can be illuminated to gain another 
five minutes or so of shooting time 
at dawn and dusk. It replaces the 
MST-100 Unertl fixed-power 10x day 
scope. The robust forward scope ring 
is designed to accept a night-vision 
device. The M40-A3 tips the scales 
at 16.5 pounds, which is 2 pounds 
heavier than its predecessor.

USMC M40 VARIANTS


