Ongoing security operations in Iraq and Stan (Afghanistan) have made U.S. military and private military company (PMC) PSD/Security Operators highly visible on the world stage.  Many news stories have run showing these operators protecting high-profile people/targets like Iraqi Prime Minister Ayad Allawi, Afghani President Hamid Karzai, and former Coalition Provisional Authority Chief Paul Bremmer.  If you ever looked at the primary weapons (shoulder weapons) the operators were carrying, you might have noticed that they were 5.56x45mm subcarbines or carbines of some kind.    

The first operators to be engaged in this PSD/Security Operator role were most likely U.S. Navy DevGroup and U.S. Army Delta Force operators, many of whom were issued a 10.3"-barreled CQBR version of the M4/M4A1 built specifically for U.S. military Special Operations personnel at Crane NSWC (Naval Surface Warfare Center, Crane Division).  To make these weapons, Crane’s civilian smiths basically took standard M4/M4A1 Carbines, cut the 14.5” barrel down to 10.3”, and opened up (enlarged) the gas port a bit.  The extractor, o-ring, and some other parts/components were reportedly also modified or replaced for the purpose of performance/reliability.  It’s possible that U.S. Navy SEAL units and even USMC Direct Action Platoons (DAP) engaged in IHR (In Extremis Hostage Rescue), VBSS/MIO (Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure), GOPLATS (Gasoline and Oil Platforms), and destruction operations also received these Crane NSWC-built 10.3" 5.56 subcarbines, but you're not likely to see them on television.  In the right hands, one of these subcarbines makes for a formidable/deadly little CQB/Direct Action weapons package, especially if the operator is employing/utilizing the excellent and combat-proven Black Hills MK262 MOD1 77-grain round or Hornady 75-grain TAP (NATO) round (5.56x45mm).

Anyway, word on the street is that Crane NSWC managed to make these M4/M4A1 CQBR’s run reliably enough that SPECOPS personnel could depend on them if and when the excrement hit the fan and the guns had to be used in an extended firefight.  These early setups used either the Knight's Armament Co. M4 Rail Interface System (KAC M4 RIS) or M4 RAS (Rail Adapter System) non-free-floating barrel as a mounting platform for their favorite tactical goodies (optics, lasers, NOD's, tactical lights, etc).  More recent 10.3” to 10.5" CQB (shorty) subcarbine and 14.5 to 16” carbine packages carried by PMC Security Operators have utilized stripped uppers (upper receivers) outfitted free-floating (FF) systems like the KAC FF RAS, Daniel Defense M4Rail FSP, A.R.M.S. S.I.R., KAC RAS II, or the newer Larue Tactical Handguard.  These FF systems offer some notable advantages:  According to Wes Grant of Mid-South Tactical Network (MSTN), two of his clients, one a Virginia State Police SWAT operator, the other a U.S. Secret Service agent, both experienced a significant reduction in group extreme spread when they switched from the KAC M4 RAS to the KAC FF RAS (short) system.  At 250 yards, and utilizing a 14.5” barrel, one experienced a 30% reduction in group extreme spread, the other an astounding 40% reduction (4” to 2.5” group extreme spread).  An added benefit of a free-floating system is that you can hang all of your tactical accessories (tactical lights, IR/visible lasers, vertical foregrips, etc.) off the rail, without bending the barrel.

The Lewis Machine & Tool (LMT) stripped upper receiver is one of the uppers available and perfectly suited for the free-float setups described above.  However, Karl Lewis, LMT's CEO wasn't satisfied with that system.  Instead, he decided to create a combination receiver-integral Mil-Std-1913 (M1913) rail system/free-floating quick-change barrel system for the AR-15/M16 that would offer the same benefits as the previously-mentioned  FF systems, while simultaneously offering some additional and unique advantages.  LMT calls it the Monolithic Rail Platform/Quick-Change Barrel System (MRP/QCBS).  Before LMT designed and developed the MRP/QCBS, many in the industry thought it was impossible, and Karl shouldn't even bother trying.  Well, now Karl's the one laughing, because not only does his system work, but it works really well, and provides military and private military company (PMC) operators two specific capabilities that none of the other previously-mentioned setups offer, and here they are:  


1) An operator can change out barrels and optics within five minutes.  Let's say an operator has his MRP/QCBS CQB upper set up with a 16" barrel and Schmidt & Bender 1.1-4x20 CQB Police Marksman II or Nightforce Optics 2.5-10x24 NXS scope (their 1-4x24 NXS scope hasn’t been released yet) for medium-range interdiction or overwatch application, and now needs to go out "door-kicking" or protect a convoy or motorcade.  All he has to do is replace the 16" barrel with a 10.5" barrel and an EOTech 552 HOLOGraphic Weapons Sight/HOLOgraphic Diffraction Sight or Aimpoint CompM2 Red Dot Sight for CQB/up-close-and-personal work.  Each optic is attached to its own specific mount.  If the operator is using a Larue Tactical throw-lever mount, for instance, and the new optic has been pre-zeroed, when he puts the new barrel and optic on, the weapon will be "dead nuts" accurate, with no adjustment required.  

2) An operator can go through a 20,000-round training cycle with one barrel.  Then, right before he deploys, he can swap the barrel and bolt out with a new barrel and bolt, zero the existing optic with the new barrel, fire about 1,000 rounds through the weapon to ensure accuracy and reliability, and he's got an essentially fresh weapon for the mission.  There are other advantages, as well.  The operator doesn't have to worry about the rail system coming loose, because it can't.  The MRP is an integral system.  Also, there's no setup time.  The M1913 rail is just there, already.  There are also less parts, and less to potentially go wrong.  For instance, there's no chance of rail misalignment, lost screws, etc.  An additional advantage is that a barrel and extra bolt (or even an entire bolt carrier group) will weigh less and take up less space in the operator’s mount-out kit/deployment gear rig than a spare upper receiver w/barrel.  The only real negative is that an LMT MRP/QCBS CQB upper w/barrel or complete carbine/subcarbine is going to perhaps be more pricey than alternative AR-15/M16-variant systems, but the finer things in life usually are. 

Two LMT MRP/QCBS platform weapons (10.5" CQB subcarbine and 16" carbine) were made available for test-firing at SWAT Round-Up 2004.   An EOTech 552.A65/1 NV-compatible (night vision-compatible) HOLOgraphic Weapons Sight/HOLOgraphic Diffraction Sight with circle/dot reticle (NSN: 1240-01-492-5264) was attached to the 16" carbine and an Aimpoint CompM2 Red Dot sight (NSN: 1240-25-149-0341)  was attached to the 10.5" CQB subcarbine.  Both of these optical sights are superb for CQB and rapid multiple-target engagement.  Engaging multiple targets with the MRP/QCBS system is going to be very fast for any reasonably skilled shooter.  There were no malfunctions of any kind witnessed by the author during the firing session.  An adverse conditions (mud, sand, salt water, temperature extremes, etc.) / high round-count (at least 5,000-10,000 rounds) test would be preferred, in order to provide more thorough system reliability and durability data.  

Custom rifle/carbine weapons package builder Wes Grant of Mid-South Tactical Network (MSTN) reports that 5-shot groups for the 16” carbine with stainless steel barrel range between .63 and .85 MOA (.63-.85” at 100 yards).  With a 16” chrome-lined barrel, Wes reports that 5-shot groups widen to 1-1.25 MOA.  Wes and his business partner, Paul Ertsgaard, build high-end rifle/carbine packages for military, law enforcement, and private military company (PMC) operators, and 3-Gun match shooters.  

The BUIS (Back-Up Iron Sights) on the test weapons at SWAT Round-Up were the in-house LMT Tactical Adjustable Rear Sight and a Tactical Front Sight which were co-witnessed with the optics.  Both weapons were also equipped with telescoping/retractable LMT SOPMOD Buttstocks and TangoDown Vertical BattleGrips (vertical foregrips) and BattleGrip Rail Covers.

Weapon Specs:
Cyclic rate-of-fire (ROF) for the weapons the author tested were approx. 820 rpm for the 10.5" MRP CQB, and approx. 705 rpm for the 16" MRP CQB.  Ammunition fired during the test was Mil-Spec M855 62-grain ball.  10.5" CQB barrel/upper is 3.9 lbs, 4.6 lbs for the 16".  Magazine capacity is 30 rounds.  Caliber: 5.56x45mm.  Upper receiver length for CQB MRP is 18 9/16ths inches w/10.5” barrel installed.  Upper receiver length without barrel installed is 16 3/8”.  Receiver forend assembly weight (minus barrel) is 25.5 ounces.  Standard rifle length MRP is 20 3/8”, and weighs 27.5 ounces.  All MRP barrel diameters is approx. 0.750”, accept the 18” stainless barrel, which is 0.850” barrel diameter under the handguards.  MRP barrel weights w/gas block, gas tube, and gas tube alignment device: 10.5” barrel weighs 1 lb 12 oz, 14.5” barrel weighs 2 lbs 3 oz, and 16” barrel weighs 2 lbs 6 oz.  10.5” and 14.5” barrels utilize carbine-length gas system.  16” and 18” barrels utilize a mid-length gas system.  Gas tubes utilized are a non-standard format.  They’re completely straight, with no bends of any kind.  Gas port size on 10.5” barrel is .073”.  Gas port on Crane NSWC 10.3” barrel, by comparison, is 0.070”.  LMT barrel gas port is thus 9% larger in diameter.

On a side note, people using the 10.5” uppers are often painfully aware of the associated and somewhat extreme muzzle blast/sound level indoors.  A simple and inexpensive device for cutting the muzzle blast/sound level significantly (at the shooter’s position) is the Yankee Hill Machine (YHM) Phantom 5 C2 flash suppressor.  The Phantom 5 C2 also reduces muzzle flash better than the standard A2 flash suppressor.  The only penalty is that the Phantom unit increases the OA weapon length by .75”.

Lewis Machine & Tool (LMT) can be contacted by phone at 309-787-7151, by fax at 309-787-7193, or via email at sales@lewismachine.net.  LMT sells complete weapons and complete upper receiver assemblies.  Call for pricing.

Author’s Note: The author would like to thank Wes Grant of Mid-South Tactical Network (MSTN) for his assistance on the phone.  MSTN builds truly excellent custom tactical rifles, carbines, and subcarbines for professional operators (military, private military company (PMC), federal law enforcement, and state and local LE SWAT/SRT) and civilian shooters, and they have a lot of experience with (and knowledge about) the LMT MRP/QCBS CQB weapons platform.  MSTN can be contacted by phone at 901-542-9608, by fax at 901-854-6410, or by email at orders@mstn.biz.

