
WILSON COMBAT’S THUMPER

W
ilson Combat still to this day I think is 

known to more people as the “custom 1911 

company” than anything else, and that may 

have been how they started, but that’s not where they 

are now. Today they produce far more firearms than 

just John Browning’s baby. In addition to their best-

selling EDC X9, Wilson Combat Berettas, custom 

Glocks and SIG P320s (which feature the best P320 

grip module made by anyone, anywhere, including 

SIG), and a few AR-10 models, Wilson Combat offers 

AR-15s in twelve different calibers and dozens of dif-

ferent variations. For this article I secured one of their 

Recon Tactical models chambered in .458 SOCOM. 

Let’s talk about the rifle before we dive into the oddity 

that is the .458 SOCOM cartridge.

Bill Wilson, founder of Wilson Combat, got his 

start in IPSC/USPSA competition, and made a name 

for himself  gunsmithing 1911s and developing a line 

of aftermarket parts for those pistols. But today, Wil-

son Combat products are generally intended for seri-

ous/tactical/defensive use—hence the current name of 

the company, which originally was just “Wilson’s Gun 

Shop.” Instead of a one-man shop, Wilson Combat 

now has over 200 employees. They still offer custom 

1911s, and custom work on a number of different fire-

arms, but they also have a long list of “factory mod-

els” that they sell, including the Recon Tactical AR-

15. However, because of their custom roots, you have 

the option of getting custom work done on everything 

they offer. The factory model is simply the base gun, 

which you can get, to a certain extent, made to order. 

[Cont. to page 13]

WILSON 

terry.boyer
Highlight



PAGE 13FIREARMS NEWS  -  firearmsnews.comVOLUME 75 - ISSUE 19

WILSON COMBAT’S THUMPER

The subject of this review is the Recon Tactical in 

.458 SOCOM. This rifle is offered with either a 16- or 

14.7-inch barrel, the latter sporting a muzzle device 

pinned in place. Barrels are offered either round or 

fluted. Two different barrel twists are offered, 1:14 and 

1:22. My sample sports a 16-inch round barrel with a 

1:22 twist, and came with a fancy Armor-Tuff finish.

Let me veer off  into the finish before I dive into the 

gun, as you’ll likely be ogling that camo pattern in the 

photos. Wilson Combat offers their Armor-Tuff fin-

ish on most of their firearms. It is a heat-cured fin-

ish similar to Cerakote, and available in a number of 

colors. This rifle had a green base finish, over which 

was applied Wilson Combat’s Forest Camo, which in 

color palette is vaguely reminiscent of the old U.S. 

military’s Woodland camo (green/brown/black), but 

with softer edges.

In photos the barrel looks quite fat. I mean, um, big 

boned. Er, it has a very nice personality? Actually, the 

answer is D: None of the Above. Remember, there is 

a .458 hole going down the middle of that tube, so the 

barrel isn’t nearly as heavy as it looks. Technically it is 

a medium-weight barrel. With the provided magazine 

in place this rifle weighs six pounds 15 ounces, and 

any extra ounces are as much due to the beefy billet 

receivers as the barrel.

This is a stainless steel, match grade barrel, threaded 

11/16"x24. The barrel is tipped with Wilson’s Q-Comp, 

which they state is a combination flash hider/muzzle 

brake. The unit extends about 1.5-inches past the bar-

rel and has five slots in the top and a solid bottom, but 

an open front (no baffles). For hiding flash it seemed 

to work very well, but as far as recoil reduction its  

effect was minimal—it is a flash hider first and fore-

most, but that also means it is not abusively loud to 

shoot like most rifles tipped with true muzzle brakes.

The barrel uses a carbine-length gas system, and if  

you peer up the handguard you’ll see has an adjust-

able gas block, adjusted using the provided long hex 

wrench. Adjustable gas blocks are completely unnec-

essary for most applications and calibers, but there is 

a huge variation in bullet weights and velocities with 

the .458 SOCOM.

The stainless barrel freefloats inside a 12.5-inch alu-

minum Wilson Combat handguard with M-LOK at-

tachment slots at 45 degrees all the way around, with 

a full-length MIL STD 1913 rail on the top. Just like 

the barrel the handguard is no heavier than it needs 

to be. The handguard is 1.5-inches wide, and from the 

top of the rail to the bottom the handguard is two 

inches tall. 

The rifle comes with one of Wilson’s QD sling swivel 

sockets mounted on the left side of the handguard as 

well as a two-inch section of aluminum rail mounted 

on the underside (for bipod, vertical grip, hand stop, 

etc.). I’m a firm believer in the use of short vertical 

grips on rifles, not as grips but rather handstops and 

to brace against barriers to help reduce recoil.

In a rifle at this level you would expect something 

more than standard GI-style forged receivers, and 

[Cont. to page 16]

[Cont. from page 8]

Bill Wilson with just a few of the products Wilson 

Combat produces.
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that’s what you get. The upper and lower receiver are 

CNC machined from billet aluminum, with sleek lines. 

The case deflector on the upper receiver is slightly re-

duced in size, and this model has done away with the 

forward assist. The caliber is marked on the left side 

of the upper receiver. The caliber is also etched on the 

underside of the barrel, just forward of the gas block, 

but that marking is hard to find, much less read, un-

less you’ve got a flashlight handy.

Inside the ejection port you’ll see Wilson’s premium 

bolt carrier assembly. The carrier has a nickel boron 

coating. The bolt is 9310 steel and MPI inspected. It 

is paired with a standard-weight buffer, but an extra-

power 40-coil chrome silicon buffer spring to help ab-

sorb the recoil forces of this big cartridge. I noticed 

that the extra strength of the recoil spring eliminated 

the “twang” of a vibrating spring after each shot.

The charging handle is an oversize ambidextrous 

Wilson Combat design. It’s big enough to use while 

wearing gloves, which is a consideration on a hunting 

gun like this. The castle nut is properly staked, an im-

portant concern on an AR chambered in such a hard-

recoiling caliber

The lower receiver has an integral oversize trigger 

guard. From the side, this rifle appears to be an AR-10 

as the magazine well is longer than usual. The lower 

receiver doesn’t curve back but instead goes straight 

down from the front takedown pin. In fact, the extra 

length at the front of the magazine well accomodates 

a serious internal bevel to smooth out your reloads—

not much of an important consideration on a hunting 

rig like this, but it’s still a nice feature to have.

The magazine release and safety selector are 

straight GI-style. The bolt release is a slightly oversize 

Wilson Combat design. The rifle comes standard with 

a Wilson Combat M2 TTU (Tactical Trigger Unit). 

This is a drop-in cassette-style two-stage unit with an 

advertised trigger pull of four pounds, and that’s ex-

actly what I found on my sample.

Inside the lower receiver is a rubber tensioner at the 

rear pin. The benefits of these are advertised as being 

improved accuracy and the elimination of rattling. 

Most ARs, and shooters, aren’t accurate enough to 

even determine if  the tensioner shrinks group size, but 

they do eliminate play and rattle between the upper 

and lower receivers, which I like.

The pistol grip is a Bravo Company Gunfighter 

model made specifically for Wilson Combat with their 

Starburst pattern on the grip. The sides of the grip are 

aggressively textured.

Introduced a few years ago, what you’ll see on this 

rifle is the Rogers Super-Stoc, developed by the legend-

ary Bill Rogers. They’re available from a lot of online 

retailers as a separate unit, and for a while were found 

on certain Colt AR-15s, but currently Wilson Combat 

is the only company that offers them on factory rifles. 

This polymer stock is adjustable for length on the six-

[Cont. from page 13]

The Recon Tactical  

sports billet receivers  

and Wilson’s Armor-Tuff  

finish, in this case  

forest camo.

Wilson’s Recon Tactical,  

in any caliber, is very  

distinctive. The billet  

receivers have a reduced 

case deflector, oversize  

trigger guard, and a large  

aggressively beveled  

magazine well.

Wilson’s forest camo is brown, green, and black, 

somewhat reminiscent of the old Woodland army 

pattern in color. It works and sets the rifle apart.
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position receiver extension, has a hard rubber buttpad, 

slots for slings and a QD sling swivel socket.

Provided with the rifle is one seven-round maga-

zine, and if  we’re going to talk about the magazine, we 

should talk about the cartridge.

If  you asked young boys to draw cartoon pictures 

of “bullets,” something resembling the .458 SOCOM 

cartridge is what you’d get, every single time. It is  

a miniature brass cigar in shape, short and thick—

think Danny DeVito. The cartridge was the brain-

child of Special Forces types who weren’t happy  

with the performance of the 5.56 NATO round, 

most specifically in Somalia. They wanted something  

big that hit hard but which would fit into the M4  

envelope.

The great thing about the AR-15 platform is that it is so modular. Wilson Combat 

offers twelve different calibers including .458 SOCOM. The billet lower receiver 

is a step above standard forged components.

The caliber is marked on the left side of the upper receiver as well as on the 

bottom of the barrel, but this one is far easier to see. The slightly oversize bolt 

catch is a Wilson Combat design.
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The parent cartridge of the .458 SOCOM is the .50 

Action Express—the SOCOM is basically a necked 

down version of the .50 AE, with the same rebated 

rim. That rebated rim has the diameter of a .308 Win-

chester (.473" compared to the .378" of the 5.56/.223). 

Bullet weights usually run between 250–350 grains, 

and out of a 16-inch barrel head downrange between 

1,600–1,900 fps. This is a short- to medium-range car-

tridge due to its curving trajectory, but when it hits, it 

hits hard. Because it has such a wide bore the powder 

has a lot of space to burn; there’s barely any veloc-

ity gains in barrels over 12-inches, so this cartridge is 

well-suited to SBRs and AR pistols.

Standard .458 SOCOM loads run at about 36,000 

psi, which really is low for a modern rifle cartridge. 

To contrast, the 5.56 NATO has a max chamber pres-

sure of 55,000 psi. However, the 5.56 is throwing out a 

much lighter bullet (55–62 grains). When compared to 

the 250–350 grain bullets sent downrange in the .458 

SOCOM, the SOCOM has much more bolt thrust—

the amount of rearward force exerted by the propel-

lant gas on the bolt or breech face. At over 5,800 

pounds, the average .458 SOCOM round produces 

more bolt thrust than an overpressure “Proof” 5.56 

NATO cartridge (5,183.6 pounds). While the .458 

SOCOM was designed to work with a carbine-length 

gas system and a standard buffer and spring, I think 

adding an extra-power buffer spring as WC has done 

here is a smart move.

In addition to direct anti-personnel use, spec-ops 

types like the .458 SOCOM for disabling engine blocks 

and blowing hinges off  doors. I live near Detroit, and 

those are very useful attributes in a cartridge here, 

and likely Chicago as well, but most people don’t have 

much need for that. Then again, what the hell does 

[Cont. to page 20]

At the top of the case deflector you’ll see the Wilson 

Combat logo, just one of the custom touches on the gun.

The Recon Tactical has an oversize bilateral charging handle from Wilson Com-

bat. It’s big enough to use while wearing gloves, which is a consideration on a 

hunting gun like this.

The Q-Comp functions far more as a flash hider than 

a compensator. The barrel looks very heavy, but you 

have to remember there is a big .458 hole running 

down the center of it.

The magazine well is very aggressively beveled, and no-

where do you see that more than at the front of the mag-

azine well, which is brought forward half an inch or so.

The Wilson Combat handguard is held in place by 

two bolts on either side connecting the handguard 

to the barrel nut.

The pistol grip is a Bravo Company 

Gunfighter model made specifically 

for Wilson Combat with their Star-

burst pattern on the grip. The sides 

of the grip are aggressively textured.
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“need” have to do with anything? We live in a coun-

try where “want” is all that is necessary (and don’t let 

anyone tell you different).

That said, for hunting mid-sized game at short to 

medium ranges the .458 SOCOM works very well. 

Wilson Combat makes guns in .458 SOCOM and the 

ammo to feed them because Bill Wilson thinks this 

caliber is great for killing pigs, one of his favorite 

pastimes. With the right projectile this cartridge can 

handle animals a lot bigger than the average pig. 

FYI, there are no new ideas—one of Jeff  Coo-

per’s concepts related to his Scout Rifle was his idea 

of a Thumper, a short-range heavy cartridge rifle 

(at least a .44) capable of taking large game out to 

medium range. Both his concept of scout rifles and 

the “Thumper” idea came from rifles Cooper had 

seen while travelling the world. At the time, Cooper 

thought of them in terms of use in bolt-action rifles, 

but today the alternate calibers available means that 

you can have a .458 SOCOM-chambered AR—a 

pseudo-Thumper, if  you will.

AR-15 magazines are designed around the .223 

Remington/5.56 NATO cartridge. While the .458 

SOCOM round is the same length, it is much wider. 

.458 SOCOM rounds stack single file in AR maga-

zines. The provided magazine is a very slightly modi-

fied Lancer L5 AWM magazine that is meant to hold 

20 rounds of 5.56. It holds seven rounds of .458, and 

Wilson Combat also sells shorter magazines that hold 

four rounds.

How are the magazines modified? The narrow tip 

of a .223/5.56 round clears the front of a standard AR 

magazine, but wider .458 SOCOM rounds (depend-

ing on bullet profile) can sometimes dead-end into the 

front of the magazine. To fix that problem a semi-cir-

cle has been cut out of the front of the magazine for 

clearance. The magazine is marked for caliber in white 

near the bottom.

If you’re looking for higher capacity magazines, 

check out CMMG (cmmginc.com). They customize 

30-round Lancer L5 AWM 5.56 magazines, which 

hold ten rounds of .458 SOCOM. They put the relief  

[Cont. to page 22]

If you asked young boys to draw pictures of “bullets,” 

something cartoonish like the .458 SOCOM cartridge 

is what you’d get, every single time. Its appearance 

is comical, but it provides serious performance.

The provided magazine is a repurposed Lancer L5 AWM magazine which in 5.56 form holds 20 rounds. The thick 

.458 SOCOM rounds stack single file, and while you can stuff eight in there, technically it is a 7-round magazine.

A .458 SOCOM on the left (in this 

case a 300-grain HP) compared to 

a 5.56 NATO round. The SOCOM 

throws a bullet weighing nearly 

six times as much at two-thirds 

the speed of the .223/5.56.

With the .458 SOCOM you have a wide range of projectiles available to 

you, but not a wide range of ammunition manufacturers.

Something you like to see on a rifle 

chambered in a heavy-recoiling 

cartridge, and in fact on any AR—

the castle nut is properly staked.

The Rogers Super-Stoc, developed by the legendary Bill Rogers, is ad-

justable for length on the six-position receiver extension, has a hard 

rubber buttpad, slots for slings and a QD sling swivel socket.

[Cont. from page 18]
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cut in the front of the magazine as well as very slightly 

bend the metal feed lips to tilt the cartridges up for 

improved feeding.

While there aren’t a large number of manufacturers 

which produce .458 SOCOM ammo, the ones that do 

offer a wide variety of loads. I obtained four different 

loads just from Wilson Combat. Most people don’t 

want to mess with their gas block, so I wanted to see 

how much of the ammo would run reliably on just the 

one factory setting. 

Also shipped to me for testing with the rifle was the 

Infiray RICO RL42 thermal scope. This 4-16X ther-

mal scope seems ideal for hunting pigs or other var-

mints at night, and check out my review of it in the 

accompanying sidebar.

B
oth thermal and night vision optics have become 
far more popular on the commercial side than 

most people ever would have expected, and I believe 
a large reason for that is pig hunting. While you can 
hunt the pesky critters during the day, you’ll have 
more luck at night, if you’ve got the equipment for it. 
With the feral hog population in this country explod-
ing, putting a lot of money in an expensive scope you 
can use at night seems a good investment.

When it comes to night vision or thermal optics, 
there are no laws prohibiting you from buying the 
best of the best, but some companies won’t sell the 
very top-of-the-line stuff to private citizens for vari-
ous reasons.

However, what is more likely to keep you away 
from the top of the line products is the cost. High-
end electronic optics cost as much as new auto-
mobiles, and that’s out of the price range of most 
people. But technology keeps improving, and the 
“mid-range” optics like the Infiray RICO RL42 now 
perform better than the best stuff of just a few years 
ago. In fact, the RL42 is not much more than the 
cost of a standard high-end scope, while providing 
so much more (InfirayOutdoor.com).

This scope is intended for hunting, and when I 
write “scope,” just know I mean “wi-fi enabled com-
puter-operated thermal imager with a 2,600-yard 
range and built-in video and still camera that hap-
pens to look like a rifle scope.” And once you realize 
that, you’ll understand why the MSRP on it is just a 
few bucks shy of $4,000. You get what you pay for.

This scope has a 4-16X digital magnification 
range, and an AMOLED 1024x768 display through 
which you access the menu. The optic itself has a 
machined aluminum housing with a MIL STD 1913 
rail section on the left side to which you can mount 
a laser rangefinder (also sold by Infiray). The ocu-
lar end of the scope is rotated to bring the display 
menu in focus. To bring the intensifier image into 
focus, use the knob atop the unit. That focus knob 
is the only traditional control on this scope and it’s 
marked from three meters to infinity.

It is waterproof to IP67 standards, and shock re-
sistant to 1000 Gs. It has a rechargeable battery 
which can be easily removed, or you can charge it 
simply by plugging a cord into the USB port on the 
left side of the optic. Battery life is advertised as six 
hours, and I found fully charging a totally drained 
battery took about two hours.

INFIRAY RICO RL42 THERMAL SCOPE

[Cont. to page 24]

The scope is powered by a removable battery 

pack that provides roughly six hours of charge. 

Even so, it has an IP67 waterproof rating.

The Infiray Rico RL42 thermal  

scope has a 4-16X digital  

zoom and can also  

record video and take  

pictures. It is fully  

customizable.

This scope does not have traditional controls at 

all. The rubber buttons allow you to access the 

menu and do everything you need to do, but be-

cause you have to navigate through the picture-

in-picture display you might have to tap a lot. The 

image is focused using the simple knob at the top.

[Cont. to page 24]

Provided with the rifle is a QD sling swivel socket, 

mounted forward on the left side of the handguard. 

Note the clean lines of the top rail—everything about 

this rifle is well done.

The barrel is so thick, due to the wide bore, that the 

gas block seems oddly proportioned. It is held in 

place by two screws. It is also adjustable from the 

front, using a provided allen wrench.

[Cont. from page 20]
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drop like a rock, and you’ll be at least eight inches low 

at 200 yards. With a cartridge that has a rainbow tra-

jectory, like the .458 SOCOM, it’s important to know 

your range.

It’s been a while since I fired an AR chambered in 

.458 SOCOM, and what I remembered was the recoil 

was similar to a shotgun with buckshot. In fact, the 

felt recoil is closer to that of a light .308 AR than a 

semi-auto shotgun shooting buckshot/slugs. In other 

words, you’ll definitely notice the gun going off, but 

it’s not abusive, and with every pull of the trigger 

you’re sending a serious projectile at the target. And 

that’s the point of this cartridge—sending a lot of 

foot-pounds downrange, suitable for brute force di-

plomacy or hunting medium-to-large game at short to 

medium range. The rifle ran with every type of ammo 

I had without having to adjust the gas setting.

I had a lot of fun at the range but didn’t shoot the 

Wilson as much as I have other guns. Not only is .458 

SOCOM ammo a little harder to find, it is not cheap—

think $2 or $3 a round. But you’re not heading to the 

local 3-gun match with this rifle to burn down some 

stages and fill the air with brass, after sighting in this 

beast you’re going to be dropping deer or pigs. And 

it’ll do just that.

With one shot.

SPECIFICATIONS WILSON COMBAT  

RECON TACTICAL AR RIFLE 

Caliber: .458 SOCOM

Action: Semi auto, direct gas  
impingement

Barrel Length: 16 in. stainless steel match

Muzzle Device: Wilson Q-Comp, 11/16"x24

Overall Length: 36.5 inches (stock fully extended)  

33.25 inches (stock collapsed)

Weight: 6 lbs. 15 ounces  
(with empty magazine)

Twist Rate: 1/22 (1/14 also available)

Forend: Free Float 12.5" aluminum 
w/M-LOK slots

Grip: BCM Gunfighter

Stock: Rogers Super-Stoc

Finish: Camouflage Armor-Tuff

Sights: None

Trigger: TTU M2 two-stage,  
4.0 lbs. (as tested)

Accessories: One 7-round magazine,  
One two-inch rail section, Soft 
nylon case with mag pouches

MSRP: $2,375.00 (as tested)

Manufacturer: Wilson Combat  
WilsonCombat.com

LOAD AND ACCURACY CHART

Load Bullet Weight (gr.) Velocity (fps) SD Avg Group (in.)

Underwood Xtreme Pen. 300 1,812 12 2.03

Wilson Combat TTSX 300 1,769 13 1.28

CorBon DPX 300 1,855 18 2.15

Wilson Combat RNFP 300 1,708 11 1.60

Wilson Combat HP 300 1,788 9 1.72

Wilson Combat SP 350 1,651 15 1.09

Accuracy results are the averages of four five-shot groups at 100 yards from a sandbag rest. Velocities 
are averages of ten shots measured with an Oehler Model 35P 12 feet from the muzzle.

Shooting from a supported offhand field position the 

Wilson Combat is more than accurate enough to hit 

the vital zone of a deer or pig out to the realistic lim-

its of the cartridge’s rainbow trajectory.

[Cont. from page 24]
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