
Introduction to Firearm Suppressors



BSDI Legal Disclaimer 

• The information provided does not, and is not intended to, constitute legal advice; instead, all 
information, content, and materials available are for general informational purposes only. Information 
presented may not constitute the most up-to-date legal or other information. This presentation may 
contain links and references to third party information. Such links are only for the convenience of the 
audience.

• Attendees should contact their attorney to obtain advice with respect to any particular legal 
matter. No reader, user, or browser of this information should act or refrain from acting on the basis 
of information on this site without first seeking legal advice from counsel in the relevant 
jurisdiction. Only your individual attorney can provide assurances that the information contained 
herein – and your interpretation of it – is applicable or appropriate to your particular situation. Use 
of, and access to, this information or any of the links or resources contained within the site do not 
create an attorney-client relationship between the reader, user, or browser and website authors, 
contributors, contributing law firms, or committee members and their respective employers.

• The views expressed at, or through, this presentation are those of the individual author(s) writing in 
their individual capacities only – not those of their respective employers, organization, or 
committee/task force as a whole. All liability with respect to actions taken or not taken based on the 
contents of this presentation are hereby expressly disclaimed. The content on this posting is provided 
"as is" no representations are made that the content is error-free.



American 
Inventor - Hiram 
Percy Maxim 
• Hiram Percy Maxim is credited with inventing 

and selling the first commercially successful 
firearm silencer, and also with developing 
mufflers for internal combustion engines. 

• He was the son of Sir Hiram Maxim, inventor 
of the Maxim Machine gun and nephew of 
Hudson Maxim, an inventor of explosives and 
ballistic propellants. He was a mechanical 
engineering graduate, class of 1886, of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 



Silencer Origins & History 

• The first suppressor was invented in 1902 by Hiram Percy Maxim. In 1909, it was 
patented as the Maxim Silencer. That is where the term “silencer” was introduced. 

• The term “silencer” was never accurate; Maxim’s device didn’t eliminate sound. But it 
was a clever marketing device. The Maxim Silencer was advertised first in sporting 
goods catalogs for sportsmen. It was made for automatic rifles, single-shot rifles, 
carbines, single-shot target pistols, and even large-caliber Winchester and Remington 
rifles.

• The National Firearms Act of 1934 restricted and regulated suppressors on firearms and 
halted their development for the next 40 years, a move that bit into organized crime 
violence. But the US military and other countries began experimenting with suppressors 
of their own.

• Silencers and suppressors are different words for the same thing. But terminology has 
evolved in the firearms industry, and because the term “silencer” suggests the 
complete silence of shots fired, it makes sense that we’ve shifted to referring to them 
as “suppressors” instead. It’s a more accurate description. Federal law can and does 
refer to them as “silencers.”



Aren’t “Silencers” supposed to be illegal? 

• Contrary to what many people believe, suppressors are legal to purchase and own in 39 states (the 
exceptions are California, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, 
New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont). They are regulated items under the National Firearms Act 
but can be purchased through any Federal Firearms License-holding dealer that can deal in Title II 
NFA-restricted items. Buyers must meet all the other legal requirements to own a firearm.. 

• Suppressor sales are controlled by the US Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. To 
receive the suppressor from the dealer, buyers are required to pay $200 for a BAFTE tax stamp and 
fill out some paperwork. The suppressor is registered directly to you and cannot be possessed by 
anyone else (though there are ways to instead register the suppressor to a trust or corporation to 
work around this). The devices themselves can be expensive—potentially costing as much or more 
than the firearm itself—but not prohibitively so for most people interested in buying firearms in the 
first place.

• However, these items are illegal to purchase or possess without first possessing the proper 
paperwork and a tax stamp. The requirement to register a silencer or suppressor and pay the $200 
tax stamp exists under 26 U.S.C. § 5861. And, at the time of this writing, the process (or wait time 
between sending in the required documents and receiving the tax stamp) can take several 
months—almost a year. And remember, until you have successfully registered the item and have 
received your tax stamp, you cannot lawfully possess the suppressor.



https://www.atf.gov/firearms/firearms-guides-importation-verification-firearms-gun-control-act-definition-silencer

https://www.atf.gov/firearms/firearms-guides-importation-verification-firearms-gun-control-act-definition-silencer
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How does a silencer work? 

How a suppressor works is by dramatically reducing a gunshot noise by slowing the 
decompression of hot, high-pressure gasses. A firearm suppressor creates a controlled 
environment in which these gases expand and cool before they make contact with 
ambient air. Imagine untying a balloon instead of popping it, or slowly removing the 
champagne cork just enough for gas to vent in a slow and steady fashion: you would 
hear a hiss instead of a pop. 

Silencers are an effective way to provide hearing protection, with most models 
providing as much or more sound reduction in decibels (dB) as the most effective over-
or in-ear sound protection. Instead of blocking out the sound at your ear, you’re 
blocking the sound at the muzzle. Silencers give the gas of the gunshot ample space to 
expand, while using various means to slow down, trap, and redirect the gasses inside 
so they’ve dropped as much pressure and temperature as possible when the gases exit 
the muzzle. Attaching a silencer to your firearm is a substantial improvement when 
you’re hunting, target shooting, or otherwise engaging with your firearm. By attaching 
a suppressor to your firearm, you’ll have the hearing safety benefits of over-ear 
hearing protection,  without sensory deprivation or the added bulk/weight on your 
head.

Inside a suppressor, there are a series of baffles, and chambers that trap and slow the 
high-pressure gas that is created when the firearm is discharged. These baffles, which 
are flat or cone-shaped, are spaced apart to create expansion chambers inside of the 
suppressor body. The suppressor’s baffles can be machined in any of three main ways: 
1) out of a single piece of metal (monocore), 2) machined individually then welded 
together, or 3) machined individually and stacked on top of each other inside of a 
tube. Some silencers are additively manufactured (3 printed) via a direct metal laser 
sintering process (DMLS). The materials used inside a suppressor, especially the first 
baffle (also known as the “blast” baffle), must be capable of handling high heat and 
pressure, as well as some high-speed debris that blasts out of the barrel.



How does a silencer work? 



How To Buy a Suppressor: General Guide

• Choose your suppressor. You’ll buy the suppressor prior to being able to take 
possession of it. Many suppressor owners refer to this as the stage where the 
suppressor is “jailed” until the paperwork is approved.

• Get a tax stamp. At the time of this writing, the ATF tax stamp is $200. It’s a price 
set by the federal government, meaning you will not find deals on this. The cost of 
this suppressor tax stamp is paid along with the suppressor itself.

• Decide whether you’re registering as an individual or an NFA trust.
 Individual means no legal costs, less paperwork, and less chance of mistakes 

being made
 NFA trust has the benefit of allowing multiple person ownership – new owners 

can be adding to the trust at any time – and there’s property protection after 
death.



How To Buy a Suppressor: General Guide continued

• Submit a Form 4 or an eForm 4 to the ATF through the dealer, whether in person 
or online. This process includes:
 Personal information such as name, address, and social security number.
 Make, model, and serial number of the suppressor.
 Fingerprint cards.
 Passport style photograph.

• Wait to be approved. The wait time typically varies from 90 days to as many as 9 
months. Sometimes, it’s significantly faster than 90 days. It depends on the 
backlog at the ATF.

ATF eForms Website
https://www.atf.gov/firearms/applications-eforms

ATF eForm4 Tutorial
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMI9Hx3pLAM&ab_channel=ATFHQ

https://www.atf.gov/firearms/applications-eforms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMI9Hx3pLAM&ab_channel=ATFHQ


Questions?



BONUS SLIDE – Silence Purchase Overview
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