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Owning a gun is not only a
right; it’s a responsibility. Federal gun laws are strict and carry heavy
penalties. Not only that, state and local laws add more restrictions and differ
widely from locality to locality. Nothing in this book is intended to advocate
or condone violation of the law or reasonable safety procedures. This reference
will provide useful guidance, but in the end, you are responsible for
knowing the law and observing those precautions that will keep you and those
around you from harm. 
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INTRODUCTION:


SHOULD I OWN A GUN?      


 





 


Let’s
start our acquaintanceship with a promise.  I’m going to try to make this whole
book as simple and accessible as possible.  You won’t need to know anything about
guns in order to read it.  We’re going to start from the beginning.  And I’m
going to try to make clear what’s fact, and what’s only my opinion.  There are
far too many rumors, legends, stories, half-baked opinions, and even deliberate
misinformation floating around about firearms.  I’m going to try hard not to
add to it!


I
didn’t grow up with guns.  I was introduced to firearms in the military, where
I eventually captained a shooting team.  Ever since, I’ve carried firearms for
duty and for self-protection.  I’ve employed them on the job, owned them as a
collector, and enjoyed them as a participant in various sports.  I currently
coach and manage a junior rifle team, am a senior team’s armorer, and am a master
instructor and active rifle and pistol competitor.  


Over
the years I’ve had a lot of folks ask me to help them pick out their first gun,
or ask for help learning to shoot.  I’ve gradually realized that many things that
are obvious to a trained shooter, really aren’t to a beginner. There’s a lot of
half-correct data floating around the folk culture surrounding firearms.  And
the picture gets even more confusing for a newcomer when someone’s trying to
sell him something – like the latest super innovation, that may or may not
actually be an improvement, or even safe. 


Thus,
this book.  To structure it, I began by asking several folks I’ve trained what
they’d most wanted to know before they picked up a gun.  Their responses were
sometimes surprising.  Among them were these questions: 


 


What’s the best gun for me?


Where should I buy it?


Should I buy new or used?


How can I tell if the mechanism is sound?


Is it going to recoil a great deal, or be
very loud?  Won’t it hurt my ears? 


Are guns expensive?  How much do I have to
pay for a dependable one?


Where can I learn to use it?


How can I tell if the gun fits?


Should I tell my kids there’s a gun in the
house? 


Is it low maintenance?  What do I have to
do to keep it working?


How do I clean it?


What can go wrong, and how do I fix it?


Am I allowed to carry it concealed?


What exactly is meant by “concealed”?


When am I legally justified in using a
gun?


How do I keep the gun from going off in my
house accidentally? 


Where should I keep it in my house? 


Can I keep it in my car?


How do I prevent “crimes of passion” – by
family members in a fit of rage or in an argument? 


What’s to prevent an intruder from using
the gun against me? 


Where do I get ammunition? Are there
standard sizes? 


Should I keep the ammunition separate from
the gun? 


Should it be kept loaded to be ready for
intruders? 


Do all pistols have safeties, and if so
how do I use it? 


How do I actually fire the thing?


And finally,


What else do I as a prospective new gun
owner need to know, that I might not think to ask?


 


These
are all excellent questions.  I’m going to try to answer them.


But
they didn’t ask one thing, oddly enough.  And that was, Should I own a gun at
all?


I
think that’s important.


In
the US, we all as citizens (except for minors, convicted felons, and persons of
diminished capacity) have the Second Amendment right to own a firearm. 
That’s in the Constitution, matter settled.  But we all know people who have no
business driving a car, or no business getting a credit card, or no business
taking a drink, or no business getting married.  And yet . . . well, you know
what I mean!


Right
here’s where you need to ask yourself: Is it a good idea for me to own a
machine essentially designed to swiftly and conveniently injure or kill other
human beings?  If you have drug or alcohol issues, are subject to blackouts
or ungovernable rages, have very bad eyesight, dementia, or diminished capacity
in other respects, you’re probably way better off without one.  Your chances of
staying alive, and out of hospitals and prison, will be much better.


If
you’re under treatment or have been diagnosed with such mental illnesses as
paranoid personality disorder, psychotic episodes, delusional disorder, or
schizophrenia, you really shouldn’t arm yourself, for your own good and that of
others you love.  I’m not going into a long disquisition about this, but a
psychiatrist I know offers this advice:


 


“Human
beings value or desire weapons for three reasons: fear, power, and respect.  If
the primary reason for an acquisition is fear, then one must ask, what is he afraid
of?  There’s no question but that there’s been an upsurge of fear, but why? 
Most people buy guns to defend against home invasions, but statistics show
violent crime has been declining.  I believe television spreads fear where it’s
not warranted.  But when people are afraid, they look for ways of dealing with
that fear.


“In
terms of respect: especially in the late adolescent framework, certain
individuals want to earn respect not in terms of achievement, but in terms of
who can be more threatening.  A gun can engender what a person with little
sense of his own worth views as respect, but is actually fear.


“And
in terms of power: If you need a gun to retain or gain power over those around
you, you may want to closely examine your own motivations for desiring that
power, and what possibly you intend to do with it.


“Who
should not buy a gun?  I would say first, people who are very phobic, anxious,
frightened.  A gun is not a treatment for a phobia.  Such people allow fear to
dictate their decisions, not reason.


“Also,
those with a history of schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder should not
buy guns, even if legally permitted to.  The problem here is that their
perception of reality in all its phases is warped.  They have poor impulse control. 
They have delusions and hallucinations, mainly, delusions of persecution.  This
is very dangerous when combined with a weapon.


“To
sum up, buying a gun is a serious decision.  Treat it that way.”[1]



 


Probably
good advice!


Similarly,
if you live with someone you wouldn’t trust around a weapon, you’re safer
without one in the house (at least until you no longer live with that person,
or they deal effectively and permanently with whatever the problem is).  Trust
me, if there’s a gun in your drawer, closet, or safe, locked or not, and you
have a suicidal or emotionally disturbed teen, abusive and violent spouse, or
crack-addicted brother-in-law living with you or even just visiting, he or she
will get their hands on it.  Sooner or later.  Trust me on this.  


Do
you want what happens next on your conscience?  Not to mention criminal
charges, and a civil suit?


Aside
from the above, are you accident-prone?  I know and love certain individuals,
but they are absolute klutzes around drill presses, knives, rotating machinery,
electricity – and guns.  They’re not nuts or evil.  In fact most are wonderful
human beings, but they seem to have problems keeping their full attention on what
they’re doing. 


Does
this describe you?  If it does, maybe you’re better off with a hatchet or a
machete or a can of pepper spray than a gun.  A hatchet’s pretty damn deadly at
close range.  And no one is really eager to mess with someone holding a good
sharp machete.  Plus, they don’t jam, have no complicated safeties, and don’t
run out of ammunition.  Actually, having a machete or a katana around as a
backup is not a bad idea, even for a gun owner.  The only real problem with
them is that, if you’re close enough to hurt your attacker, he’s close enough
to hurt you, too.


However,
this book isn’t about machetes.  It’s about guns.  And if you don’t recognize
yourself, or someone in your intimate household, in the descriptions above,
then you most likely are perfectly capable of learning to safely handle a
firearm.


Shooting
is not nuclear physics.  And it’s not hard to shoot well.  You don’t have to be
young, or in terrific physical condition.  You most definitely do not have to
be male – the best marksperson on my team this year is a sixteen-year-old girl. 
You can be eighty-one, or in a wheelchair, or have one arm or one eye or one
leg.  And most likely, if you feel in danger because of your physical condition
or age, this becomes a justification for having a gun, rather than a reason not
to.


So,
shifting gears, if there’s no reason you shouldn’t own a gun, why should you
want to?  If you’re reading this book, you’re already interested in the idea.
So let’s list a few.


 


–
to protect yourself in your home


–
to protect your family


–
to carry into dangerous areas or situations


--for
hunting


–
just for fun


–
or all the above.   


 


For
example, I know a county medical examiner.  She has to go alone into unsavory
and dangerous areas where people have just been murdered, often at night. 
She’s a noted kick-boxer, but repeated injuries mean she’s become less than
confident about holding her own in hand-to-hand self-defense.  


Another
acquaintance is an older artist, who lives alone, far out in the country, at
the end of a dirt road a mile long.  She has no close neighbors, but local
crack dealers and pit-bull impresarios can read in the newspaper that the art
on her walls is worth thousands of dollars.


Yet
another woman, a retired Jungian practitioner, has a husband who’s well along
in years and getting shaky and forgetful, as well as deaf.  He owns a huge,
powerful, ancient Colt, but she no longer feels secure about depending on him
to protect her.  


An
archaeologist spends a lot of time in the desert out West.  He wants something
light enough to holster carry, that he could use against rattlesnakes, but that
would also be powerful enough for coyotes, bobcats, or even panthers.  As well
as any bad guy or border crosser who decided to steal his truck and leave him
(the archaeologist) stranded fifty miles from the nearest water. 


A
small businessman runs an outboard motor repair shop.  He deals in cash and is
often alone at the marina at night.


A
father of a large family is afraid society will break down and we’ll all be
reduced to anarchy, in the aftermath of some market crash, war, plague, or
other disaster.  He wants a powerful gun with a large magazine capacity,
effective at both short and long ranges, both for defense and subsistence deer
hunting.  (Before 9/11/2001 this scenario might have sounded paranoid.  Now, I’m
not so sure.)


A
grad student works at a ski resort off-season to keep the money coming in. 
Last fall he was cornered in a remote cabin by a bear intent on breaking in. 
It finally went away, but if it comes back, he’d rather be able to protect
himself than simply wait to be eaten.  Complicating his situation is the
resort’s policy that no employee can carry a firearm.  At least, one that’s
visible to the public.


A
screenwriter was raped in her apartment in Argentina by an intruder who specialized
in stalking older women.  He was never caught.  She moved back to the US, but
can’t sleep without a weapon near her bed.


An
Army sergeant wants to get into competitive shooting.  He wants advice on a
high quality .22 target pistol to improve his marksmanship skills with before
deploying to the Mideast.


A
fisherman who takes charters out on the Bay wants something that won’t rust in
salt air, that he can keep at the bottom of his tackle box to “shoot sharks.”


A
sporting clays enthusiast wants a shotgun he can give his ten-year-old nephew
to introduce him to the sport, as well as teaching him basic safety and
sportsmanship.


Now,
these all seem to me like pretty good reasons to want a gun.  As well as the
more general one, of “I just do.”  That’s okay too.  You don’t need to
justify owning a gun in the United States, as you do in most other
countries.  It’s your right, and history shows over and over that rights that
aren’t exercised and defended are quickly lost.  We need to exercise all our
rights – the right to speak out, to practice any religion we like (or none), to
write and think and vote freely.  Or they’ll be taken from us.


But
it’s also clear, I think, that these people I describe above don’t want the
same thing.  They want “a gun”, but not the same gun.  And in fact, the
right gun for one of these folks might be exactly the wrong choice, even a dangerous
choice, for some of the others.


My
point: If, after mature consideration, you want a gun, you don’t just want or
need a gun.  What you actually want or need is something slightly
different: You want the right gun.  One that fits your needs, not
someone else’s – especially when that someone else is trying to sell you
something.  Buying the wrong firearm can easily be worse than having none at
all.  As well as totally wasting your hard-earned money. 


And
that’s what our first chapter will be about.







CHAPTER ONE:


WHAT ARE MY CHOICES?





 


 


What
kind is right for you, then?  There may not be a simple answer.  It’ll have to
take into account what kind of person you are; how much experience you’ve had;
even, to some extent, what kind of person you want to be, or can be.  So the
variables are going to be the past, the present, and the future.


But,
all that said, within the next two chapters we can zero in on at least the type
that will best suit your needs.


First,
let’s look at what you want your gun for.


In
the introduction, we discussed some of the reasons various owners acquired
their weapons.  (Some folks insist we not call guns “weapons” unless we’re in the
military.  I’m sorry, but to me a firearm, whether or not you intend to kill
anyone with it at the moment, is a weapon.  Just as a dagger is, although you
may be using it at the moment only to assault a stubbornly-sealed package of
hot dogs.)  When I’m asked to advise acquaintances on prospective purchases,
the first question I ask is: how do you see yourself using this gun?


For
recreational shooting in the back yard?


Hunting?


To
shoot skeet with your kids?


For
concealed carry?


For
open carry?


For
self-defense or family defense in the home or on your property?


As
a collector piece or decorator, to hang on the wall and show off?


Or
as a combination of two or more of the above?


Also,
I ask: Who else may be using it?  Will a wife, child, husband, or other resident
of the household have access to it, and need to be trained as well?


The
second question is: how much casual experience, or possibly formal training,
have you had with firearms?  Has anyone ever taken you out shooting a .22
rifle?  Do you feel familiar and confident with shotguns?  Have you ever fired
a handgun -- in the military, perhaps?


All
other things being equal, it’s wisest to build on experience.  If you’re a trap
shooter, for example, it might not be optimal to depend on a handgun for home defense. 
It might be better to invest in a shorter-barreled model of the shotgun you’re
already familiar with, to serve as your primary defensive weapon.


We’ll
discuss this in more depth later, but it’s worth mentioning now: if you do ever
have to use a gun in self defense, you most likely will not be at your best. 
You may be in shock, half asleep, without glasses or contact lenses, confused, frightened,
or in the dark.  Or all of the above!  Under these conditions, you want to be
able to concentrate all your attention on the threat, not on trying to
recall how to operate your gun. 


Now
let’s ask our last question: How much do you intend to practice?  Once a
month?  Once a year?  Almost never?  Would it be perfectly okay with you if you
had it in a locked drawer, and never took it out until you needed it five years
from now? 


Let’s
be honest.  It’s perfectly fine to admit you’ll never practice with the thing,
if that’s the way it’s going to be.  But it will impact the choice you
have to make.


Take
a little while and think about this. Because it’s time to take a detour, and
explain exactly what you’ll be choosing among – that is, what kinds of firearms
are going to be on your list of choices.  Along the way, we’ll be easing you
into some basic terminology.  It won’t take long and we won’t get too
technical.  It will pay off, believe me, when you go into a store.  And there’ll
be pictures.


Actually,
I find this material interesting, so for me it’s an effort to keep from going
off on tangents about this or that.  If you want more, check the bibliography
in the back for further reading.  The history and terms associated with
firearms are just as fascinating and arcane as those relating to edged weapons,
the art of horsemanship, the Tea Ceremony, or Gothic cathedrals.  We’re going
to keep things simple for this chapter, but here and there you’ll see hints
there’s a lot more to be learned.  Seems like there always is!


Our
discussion will start with long guns versus handguns.


 


LONG
GUNS VS. HANDGUNS


 


There
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