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What kind of handgun should I buy? 

You’re bound to get many, many opinions, after all every bought the gun they liked the best.  There is some 

great advice for first-time gun owners here http://www.corneredcat.com/TOC.aspx#FirstGun at a website called 

Cornered Cat.  Many times I have tried to buy clothes for my wife.  Nine times out of ten they hang in the closet. 

 If it’s not comfortable, you’re not going to wear it. 

 If you don’t like the way it looks, you’re not going to wear it. 

 If it doesn’t fit, you’re not going to wear it. 

The same applies to a handgun.  It does no good to pick a gun for someone else if it collects dust. 

What are the important things to consider when buying a handgun? 

Now there’s a question with an answer!   Consider the intended use, what would be an appropriate caliber, 

and decide how much money to spend.  Don’t paint yourself into a corner on price, though.  A quality handgun is a 

fine tool that with care can outlast you and possibly your children. 

Research makes and models.  Understand the different types that are available for the intended purpose.  

Consider the manufacturer’s reputation for reliability and customer service.   This is easier than ever with the 

internet, but remember, you will always find people who love or hate a particular brand or model.   

When you find something that appeals to you, and fits your other criteria, do what you can to get a good look 

at it.  Does it feel good in your hand?  Is it too heavy?  Too light?  Too big?  Too small?  Does your finger reach the 

trigger and other controls?  Are the controls easy to use and intuitive, or do you struggle?  Is it easy to disassemble 

and clean? 

If possible, try to shoot the type of gun you are looking at before making a purchasing decision.  Some gun 

shops have a firing range and you might be able to rent the model you are interested in.  If you are choosing a 

handgun for personal protection, it is a good idea to try as many calibers and models as possible to see what you 

are comfortable with.  Having a gun, and shooting it well and accurately is much more important than having the 

caliber everyone on the internet claims is the most powerful “man stopper.”  If you flinch from the recoil (yes, men 

flinch too) or it doesn’t “fit” in some way, you will learn not to like it, and it won’t be very useful to you. 

For plinking and informal range practice, nothing beats a .22 LR, either in a revolver or a semi-auto.  

Ammunition is much less expensive, and the accuracy can’t be beat.  The fundamentals of sight alignment and 

trigger squeeze are easily practiced with a .22. 

If your main interest is home defense, then a full size revolver or semi-auto with a 4”-5” barrel is hard to beat.  

The weight of a full-size pistol will help absorb recoil and the barrel length improves the ballistics and accuracy.  If 

you’re not going to spend time at the range practicing and drilling, then I recommend a double-action revolver for 

home defense and carry.  Its simplicity and reliability can’t be beat and you don’t have to worry about what to do if 

the gun jams (like when an automatic misfeeds).  If the revolver doesn’t fire (which would be rare if you’re using 

quality ammunition) just pull the trigger again. 

If you want a semi-auto for home defense or carry then you need to dedicate time to practice.  Don’t let the 

previous paragraph scare you away from a semi-auto – I’ve never had a misfire or malfunction in any of the quality 

semi-autos that I own for self defense.  Some recommend choosing a semi-auto without a thumb safety because, 

in the heat of the moment, all you have to remember is grip, aim, squeeze, just like a revolver.  And for a gun 
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intended for home defense, as opposed to carry, there’s no excuse not to choose an adequate caliber:  9mm, .40 

S&W, and .45 ACP are popular; or for revolvers .357 Magnum, .44 Special, or .45 ACP with moon-clips.  And if you 

just can’t handle a .357, then you can always load your .357 Magnum with .38 Special ammunition. 

That being said, a shotgun loaded with “00” (double-aught) buckshot is far more effective for home defense 

than any handgun.  (Don’t use bird shot for self defense.  Bird shot is for birds.) 

For concealed carry purposes many people choose concealability over ballistics, and that’s a perfectly 

acceptable compromise.  Snub nose revolvers with 2” or even 3” barrels are easily concealed.  Depending on the 

grips, some 4” revolvers can be concealed.  Semi-automatics with 3” to 4” barrels are the norm.  With concealed 

carry as popular as it is today, a whole new crop of small autos has popped up and usually it’s no longer necessary 

to choose a wimpy caliber like .25 or .32.  Some of the 9mm guns are now the size of .380ACP guns.  And .380’s are 

the size of .32’s.  Even .40’s and .45’s are being made on compact and sub-compact frames.  Many makers have 

two or three sizes based on the same frame.  This has the added advantage of having a familiar operating system if 

you chose to own a full size and compact carry gun of the same model; practice with one is practice with the other. 

If you want to get into competitive shooting, make sure to read the rules and talk to other people who are 

involved in the sport to make sure the gun and the caliber you are considering are allowed by the rules.  9mm, .45 

ACP, .38 Special, .40 S&W, and .22 LR are all popular among target shooters. 

SA, DA, DAO, what’s it all mean?  And what is best? 

Let’s start with revolvers, where the definitions are a little more clear cut. 

Single Action (SA) – The trigger performs a single function.  Pulling the trigger releases the hammer.  On a 

single action revolver the hammer must be cocked manually each time the gun is fired.  Cocking the hammer 

rotates the cylinder and places a fresh round in line with the barrel. 

Ruger Blackhawk – .357 Magnum, .41 Magnum, .45 Colt, also Ruger Single Six in .22LR and .22 WMR 

 

Double Action (DA) – The trigger performs two functions.  Pulling the trigger cocks the hammer and releases it, 

firing the gun.  While the trigger is being pulled, the cylinder also rotates.  Most double action revolvers can be 

fired in single action mode by manually cocking the hammer; this has the advantage of a lighter, shorter trigger 

pull when better accuracy is needed. 
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Ruger GP100 4" Stainless – .357 Magnum 

 

Double Action Only (DAO) – Some double action revolvers have a shrouded (internal) hammer, or perhaps 

have a “bobbed” hammer (no spur on the hammer), and cannot be cocked manually, this is referred to as “double 

action only” or “DAO.” 

Smith and Wesson Model 442 Airweight – .38 Special 

 

For target shooting and hunting, single action is preferred by many.  For self defense, a double action or DAO 

is far more preferable.  The longer heavier trigger pull of the double action requires a deliberate pull and reduces 

the chances of an “unintentional” or “accidental” discharge when you’re under stress and fine motor action is lost.  

I use “accidental” in quotes because your finger should not be on the trigger unless you decide you are going to 

shoot.  If you point a loaded gun at someone and your finger is on the trigger and it “goes off” accidentally you 

may be found guilty of homicide.  I put “goes off” in quotes because the gun is an inanimate machine designed to 

fire a projectile when the trigger is pulled.  If it “goes off” it’s because you pulled the trigger.  It is almost unheard 

of for a gun to go off by itself, especially without early warning signs, and any such gun needs to be repaired or 

destroyed. 

Now for the semi-automatics. 

Single Action (SA) – just like the revolver the trigger releases the already cocked hammer.  The hammer is 

cocked when the slide is cycled.  An example of this type of pistol is the Colt Model 1911. 
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Colt M1911 – .45 ACP 

 

Double Action (DA, or DA/SA) – here’s where it’s just a little confusing until you step your way through it.  Just 

like the single action, the slide cocks the hammer, and the gun will fire in single action.  Now, when you load the 

gun, you insert a full magazine and rack the slide.  This chambers a round and cocks the hammer.  Now if you 

depress the “safety” or “decocker” the hammer will safely fall and the gun is safe to holster and carry.  Now when 

the safety is removed the gun will fire when the trigger is pulled, but the first shot will be a longer, heavier, double-

action trigger pull.  When the first round is fired, the slide cycles the action and cocks the hammer. The next and all 

subsequent shots will be fired with a lighter, shorter single action stroke. 

Bersa Thunder 380 – .380ACP 

 

Double Action Only (DAO) – the double action only semi-auto is just like the revolver, the trigger cocks and 

releases the hammer on every shot.  This means a consistent (though longer and heavier) trigger pull for every 

shot.  The big advantage to me of the DAO is for defensive pistols: there is generally a lack of safeties.  In a stressful 

situation you could lose precious seconds by forgetting to take off the safety 

Kel-Tec P11 – 9mm 
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Striker Fired – Some of the latest models of semi-autos are “striker fired.”  In this type of system there is no 

hammer to strike the firing pin.  Instead, the firing pin is actuated by a strong spring.  A few examples of this 

system are the Springfield Armory XD models, Glocks, and Smith and Wesson M&P pistols.  The XD has a striker 

that is fully cocked when the slide is cycled, and therefore has a grip safety.  As a self defense gun all you have to 

do is take a proper grip, aim and pull the trigger.  There are no safeties to worry about, they are deactivated by a 

proper grip.  The Glock’s system does not fully cock the striker (and therefore no grip safety), but only half-cocks it, 

pulling the trigger fully cocks the striker, then releases it.  Both the XD and the Glock have a trigger safety. 

Springfield Armory XD 4" Service Model – 9mm, .40S&W, .357 Sig, .45 ACP and the Glock Model 19 – 9mm 

 

Some of the manufacturers are calling their guns by different names (perhaps for marketing reasons) even 

though they generally fall somewhere in one of these catagories.  The variations in operation can vary significantly 

in semi-autos, so take the time to become intimately familiar with the way your pistol operates (practice, practice, 

practice). 

With any type of semi-automatic sidearm, it is important to know the gun, know what to do in case of a 

misfire or misfeed, and practice (and practice, and practice). 

So, what is right for me? 

Some people pick caliber and then pick the gun.  Some people fall in love with the gun and it follows them 

home.  The first thing I would do is decide what the intended use or uses are.  Then decide revolver or automatic.  

Then narrow it down to two or three caliber choices and start looking for the gun that you like. 

Next is a table showing some of the many handgun cartridges and their uses.  The rankings from 1 to 5 are my 

own, based on my own opinion of the cartridge, 1 and 2 being poor and marginal, 3 and 4 being adequate and well 

suited, and 5 being excellent.  If there is no ranking, I do not consider it well suited for that purpose.  In the “Carry” 

column you could skew the numbers up or down a notch depending on the level of concealment you need.  For 

instance, a .45 Colt is going to be large and heavy, while something you can carry in your pocket, like a .380 ACP or 

a snub-nose .38 Special may be what you want.  A sub-compact 9mm may be perfectly concealable, but a similar 

size and weight .380 (due to less recoil) might allow for better controlled shooting for some.  A 4” barrel on a large 

frame revolver in .357 Magnum may be rather large and bulky, too much to carry for some, but better suited for 

home defense, over a less powerful snub-nosed .38 Special.  And so forth. 

Your reasons are going to be different from everyone else’s.  Make a good choice, and don’t apologize.  You 

could even make your own chart of the models you are considering and the intended uses, and rank them yourself.  

Honestly though, anyone who likes to shoot and enjoys going to the range will eventually want a .22 of some kind.  
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Cartridge Plinking/Target Carry/Defense Small Game Medium Game Large Game 

.22 LR 5 1 5   

.22 WMR 3 2 5   

.25 ACP 2 1    

.32 ACP 2 2    

.32 S&W Long 3     

.32 H&R Mag. 3 3.5 4   

.327 Magnum 2 4 4   

.380 ACP 3 2.5    

9x18mm 3 2.5    

9mm Luger 5 4    

9mm +P 3 5    

.357 Sig 4 5    

.38 Special 5 3 4   

.38 Spl +P 3 4    

.357 Magnum 4 5 2 4 2 

.40 S&W 4 5    

.38-40/.38WCF 4 3 2 2  

.10mm 2 5  3.5  

.41 Magnum 2 4  5 3 

.44-40/.44WCF 4 4  3  

.44 Special 2 5  3  

.44 Magnum 1 3  5 4 

.45 ACP 5 5    

.45 Colt 4 5  4 2 

.454 Casull    5 5 

.460 Magnum    5 5 

.480 Ruger    5 5 

.500 Magnum    5 5 

 

.22 LR    LR stands for Long Rifle.  This is the quintessential plinker, target shooter, and squirrel hunter.  Available in 

revolvers and semi-autos.  Not recommend for self defense, but a revolver with high-velocity 40 gr. solids is better 

than fingernails. (If you must use a rimfire cartridge for self defense, get a revolver!) 

.22 WMR    WMR stands for Winchester Magnum Rimfire, aka .22 Magnum, and is a great round for small varmint 

hunting.  The .22 Magnum has quite a bark compared to the .22 LR when shot out of a short barrel handgun.  Not 

intended for self defense, but I’d personally take a .22 Mag revolver with 40 gr. solids over the next three calibers. 

.25 ACP    ACP stands for Automatic Colt Pistol, aka .25 Auto, and is usually only chambered in small pocket autos 

designed for deep concealment.  With the modern miniature .380 ACP pistols, I have a really hard time 

recommending this round at all.  Still better than fingernails. 

.32 ACP    aka .32 Auto, 7.65mm Browning, the pocket auto for the better part of a century, more power than the 

.25 Auto, and better than a .22LR for defense, and debatably better than the .22 Magnum. 

.32 S&W Long    An old revolver cartridge.  If you reload, this might make a good plinker. 

.32 H&R Magnum    A lengthened and higher pressure adaptation of the .32 S&W Long.  This is a revolver cartridge 

that can nicely fill the rolls of self defense and small game hunting.  Great for the reloader. 
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.327 Federal Magnum    An even longer and higher pressure adaptation of the .32 H&R Magnum.  A new cartridge 

that is becoming available in popular self defense revolver models (like the Ruger SP101).  Promising the recoil of a 

.38 Special +P with the penetration of a .357 Magnum, the .327 Magnum will also fire the .32 H&R Magnum, the 

.32 S&W Long, and the .32 S&W. 

.380 ACP    A popular (yet low-powered) self defense cartridge available in several small and pocket sized autos, 

aka, .380 Auto, 9mm Browning Short, 9mm Kurtz, 9mm Corto.  If you need maximum concealability, I recommend 

nothing less powerful, since the new generation of pocket pistols are no bigger that the .32’s of yesterday.  Popular 

models include the Walther PPK and clones (i.e. Bersa Thunder), Kel-Tec P-3AT, Browning BDA, NAA Guardian, and 

Ruger LCP.  For self defense, buy only premium ammunition and make sure it functions flawlessly in your gun. 

9x18mm Makarov    This round is still around due to the availability of inexpensive surplus guns, but I see no 

reason not buy a more powerful 9mm Luger instead.  Good defensive ammunition can be hard to find.  (Defensive 

ammo for the 7.62x25 Tokarev can be hard to find too, but given that, it would be a great defensive cartridge.) 

9mm Parabellum    Possibly the most popular pistol cartridge in the world, aka 9mm, 9x19mm, 9mm Luger.  Used 

for plinking, target shooting, competition, and self defense.  If you want to shoot a lot of cheap ammo, this is your 

cartridge.  Many excellent pistols and defensive rounds are available in 9mm.  Before you buy a .380 consider one 

of the new compact 9mm pistols.  Recoil can be snappy in a sub-compact, but a full-size pistol is very easy to shoot. 

9mm +P    A higher pressure and velocity 9mm round.  Consult the owner’s manual or contact the manufacturer 

before using any “+P” loads in your gun. 

.357 Sig    This cartridge was developed by taking the .40 S&W and reducing the size of the neck to accept 9mm 

bullets.  This was in an effort to duplicate the ballistics of the .357 Magnum in a semi-auto. 

.38 Special    The standard police cartridge for more than half a century.  This cartridge and the .357 Magnum were 

eventually displaced by the 9mm.  Still very popular in light and concealable snub nosed revolvers.  Many consider 

the .38 Special the lowest power cartridge that should be considered for self defense.  This is a great round for 

plinking and target shooting and can be superbly accurate.  Reloading the .38 Special can be done inexpensively, 

and with the low pressure round, the brass cases last a good long time.  Can be fired in .357 Magnum revolvers. 

.38 Special +P    With better alloys, many of the new defensive .38’s will handle the high pressure “+P” loadings.  

Though still not the equal of the .357 Magnum, it makes for a more potent defensive cartridge.  Make certain your 

gun can handle +P loads before firing them in your gun.  Consult the manufacturer and the owner’s manual.  

Expect a bit more muzzle blast and recoil from +P loads.  Can be fired in .357 Magnum revolvers. 

.357 Magnum    Developed in the 1930’s as a very high pressure adaptation of the .38 Special.  The .357 Magnum is 

slightly longer than the .38 Special cartridge to prevent its accidental chambering in the weaker .38 Special 

handguns.  Powerful enough for deer hunting (and judiciously for larger game), and considered by many to be the 

gold-standard of self defense calibers, it can fire a 125 grain bullet in excess of 1400 feet per second.  While recoil 

and muzzle blast are tolerable for many shooters in heavier, four-inch or longer barreled revolvers, the same 

cannot always be said when firing the round from a light alloy snub-nosed revolver.  Controllability for follow up 

shots is a deterrent for some considering a “snubby” for carry purposes, however the .357 Magnum will also 

chamber and fire the shorter .38 Special and .38 Special +P rounds and can be reloaded with “cowboy” data lightly 

enough for casual target practice, akin to the .38 Special, or with heavy 158, 180, or even 200 grain bullets for 

hunting.  Some of the sights of the older revolvers are regulated to the heavier 158 grain loadings, rather than the 

typical 125 grain loading that is more common today.  Try a few and find out what you and your gun likes. 
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.40 S&W    (S&W stands for Smith and Wesson)  This high pressure round was developed by taking the 10mm and 

shortening it to fit in the frames of automatic pistols designed for the 9mm Luger.  Since its introduction it has 

continued to gain popularity and is the choice of many for self defense and most police departments for their 

sidearm.  Defense loadings range from 135 grains to 180 grains, most choosing 155, 165, or 180 grain loads.  Use 

what works best in your gun and shoots to point of aim. 

10mm    Originally developed for the FBI, this round can exceed the power of the .357 Magnum.  This round is not 

a defensive caliber for the faint of heart.  This round is capable of taking deer (but is not legal for deer hunting in 

Indiana). 

.38-40    This round has had a recent resurgence due to the popularity of “CAS” (Cowboy Action Shooting), aka .38 

WCF (Winchester Center Fire).  You can also find lever action rifles chambered for the .38-40, and although I don’t 

know of any self defense (i.e. double action) revolvers in this caliber, it would be fine for that purpose.  It can also 

be used for hunting small to medium sized game at reasonable distances (legal for deer hunting in Indiana).  

Although “38” is in the name it actually uses a 0.401” (usually lead) diameter bullet, which falls into the .40/10mm 

caliber.  Note: lead bullets run 0.001” to 0.002” larger than jacketed bullets of the same caliber. 

.41 Magnum    Designed as a police gun to fill the gap between the .357 and .44 Magnum revolvers.  It never 

achieved the popularity of either, but claims die-hard adherents.  Not generally used for self defense, as there are 

few double action revolvers chambered for the .41 Mag, but it is a potent caliber for deer and ever larger game. 

.44-40    Like the .38-40 this cartridge has seen resurgence as a Cowboy load, aka .44 WCF.  Matching lever action 

rifles are chambered in this caliber.  Suitable for deer hunting at reasonable distances. 

.44 Special    A “big bore” cartridge with good self defense characteristics, and available in some modern double-

action defense revolvers.  Capable of taking deer-sized game.  The .44 Special can be fired from a .44 Magnum. 

.44 Magnum    A lengthened high pressure adaptation of the .44 Special.  The .44 Magnum might be the most 

popular handgun hunting cartridge ever, capable of taking large game.  The .44 Magnum changed the meaning of 

the term “magnum” forever.  Recoil is harsh even in large guns.  No longer is it the “most powerful handgun in the 

world” and regardless of Dirty Harry and the Hollywood mystique, most would say it’s just too much gun (risk of 

over-penetration) for self defense.  But for self defense against large animals that eat salmon, it’s just the starting 

point for big, powerful revolvers.  Due to its popularity, several rifles also come in .44 Magnum. 

.45 ACP    Developed for the military as a sidearm cartridge (aka .45 Auto) and carried by soldiers until replaced by 

the 9mm Beretta.  The Model 1911 pistol was designed by the legendary John M. Browning and is still very popular 

even after a century.  The .45 ACP is chambered in all types of defensive handguns, even revolvers.  Many target 

shooting competitions use the 1911 style pistol.  No one will ever fault you for choosing a .45. 

.45 Colt    God created man; Samuel Colt made them equal.  Or so the old saying goes.  Nearly 150 years old, and 

like the other “cowboy” guns, it originally used black powder.  Old original guns are not safe to use with smokeless 

powder, but the modern .45 Colt is very popular.  Though lever action rifles were never chambered in .45 Colt until 

the present day, this is a popular CAS round and just about every lever action rifle maker now makes them.  A good 

deer hunting cartridge.  Some pistols (certain Rugers and T/C single shots) can even take “+P” pressures, making it 

useful for larger game.  Do not use “+P” loadings in any gun without consulting the manufacturer to make sure 

they expressly allow “+P” loads.  The standard (low) pressure limit is 14,000 psi, and “+P” limit is 25,000 psi.  Do 

not fire antique guns (pre-WWII) with ammunition using smokeless powder (use black powder). 
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.454 Casull    Perhaps the first cartridge of its kind, the .454 Casull was designed as an extremely high pressure 

round, generating as much as 60,000 psi (the same as modern high-powered rifles) and is basically a .45 Colt 

“Super Magnum”. Recoil from the .454 Casull can be described as severe.  This handgun round is capable of taking 

all game species in North America.  The .454 shoots very heavy bullets at very high velocities, as an example a 300 

grain bullet can leave the barrel at 1600 feet per second.  Some guns chambered for the .454 Casull also allow you 

to shoot the .45 Colt. 

.460 S&W Magnum    Another hunting cartridge, it’s basically a .454 Casull that has been lengthened to allow an 

even greater powder charge.  Rifle-like velocity and sleek bullets give the .460 greater effective range for hunting, 

with loadings as high as 2300 feet per second.  You really gotta love noise and recoil to consider this gun.  A gun 

chambered in .460 Magnum will generally also accept .454 Casull and .45 Colt. 

.480 Ruger    This cartridge is a great hunting round that in my opinion deserves a better reputation than what it 

has.  A large bore “super magnum” with more moderate pressures (48,000 psi).  Also capable of taking all North 

American game.  It is a shortened version of the immensely powerful .475 Linebaugh “wildcat” cartridge.  As such, 

the lower pressure and velocity of the .480 Ruger is perhaps less punishing than the other “super magnums” yet 

properly loaded exceeds the power of the mighty .454 Casull. 

.500 S&W Magnum    The reigning king of all handgun calibers.  So large that a new frame (the “X” Frame) was 

developed by Smith and Wesson to contain it.  Common bullet weights range from under 300 grains to over 500 

grains! 

Bullets types and ammunition: 

Lead bullets do not have a jacket (a copper or copper alloy covering) and come in many styles:  round nose 

(LRN) mostly used for plinking; wad cutter (LWC) for target shooting; semi-wad cutter (LSWC) used for target 

shooting and hunting.  There is also a lead semi-wad cutter hollow point (LSWCHP) used for self defense. 

Jacketed bullets have an outer layer of copper and come in many varieties, many of which have trade names 

associated with the particular style, but for the sake of brevity, I’ll just hit the main ones:  full metal jacket (FMJ) 

the nose and sides of the bullet are covered with a jacket, usually this leaves the lead base of the bullet exposed; 

total metal jacket (TMJ) does not have an exposed lead base and is required in some indoor shooting ranges; 

hollow point (JHP) and semi-jacketed hollow point (SJHP) – used for hunting and self defense – have a hole or 

cavity in the nose of the bullet which causes the bullet to expand when it hits the target.  The purpose of a hollow 

point is two-fold: to help transfer all of the bullet energy into the target, and to help prevent over-penetration 

(when the bullet passes completely through the target).  In rifles, the hollow point or soft point bullet has one 

more purpose, when hunting the front of the bullet expands and the center of gravity moves forward, this 

prevents the bullet from tumbling (turning end over end). 

Bullet weight is measure in grains and abbreviated “gr.”  There are 7000 grains/pound and 437.5gr/oz. 

For target shooting, use whatever you like.  For defensive purposes you will want to use a jacketed hollow 

point bullet designed for self defense in most cases, and always from a quality manufacturer.  One notable 

exception to using jacketed bullets is the popular .38 Special 158 gr. SWCHP +P.  This is also known as the FBI load. 

 


