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	GEARING UP
	1


With the proper tools, maintaining a rifle isn’t difficult.

A Any job is easier with the right tools. When it comes to maintaining a rifle, this is doubly important because trying to make do with marginal tools, lubricants and cleaning chemicals, or using them incorrectly, can damage the rifle. At the very least, they can severely degrade its accuracy or reliability.

After 35 years of visiting, working in, and just generally hanging around gun shops, I’ve come to the unfortunate conclusion that too many gun owners spend too much money and fuel in their quest to assemble effective equipment and materials. I’m sure that statement may irk many a gun shop owner, but it’s not meant to be an insult—just an observation of current marketing realities.

Cleaning equipment is necessary, but it’s hardly glamorous or exciting. Moreover, it takes up both valuable display space and inventory dollars to put on showroom shelves. The result is that most shops will have some basic solvents and oils and a modest selection of blister-packed “universal” cleaning kits. Many are not going to devote the cash flow and display space to the type of equipment that you routinely find in the gun rooms of knowledgeable shooters.

Unless the gun shop owner is a real aficionado himself and has a strong enough market base to support the inventory, you are not likely to find anything other than mass-merchandise items. I have had even poorer luck at the so-called Big Box stores, both in merchandise available and the knowledge of the store personnel. Other than the price of the item, their information has always been of limited value, and that is reflected in the mass-merchandise items they stock.

You don’t need a lot of equipment to maintain a rifle properly. But you do need the proper gear, and of good quality. The easiest way to acquire it is to obtain a current copy of the Brownells catalog. If you are friendly with a competent gunsmith, you might be able to use his, as most are likely to have one. Their excellent selection, and availability of Internet or telephone orders, make them a useful and attractive source.

[image: Brownells offers a wide selection of upper level cleaning equipment that is not always carried by your local gun shop.]

Regardless of whether you use Brownells or another source for your supplies, here’s a look at what you will want to have on your cleaning bench to keep your rifle operating at its peak.

CLEANING TOOLS

There are plenty of inexpensive, three-piece, screw-together cleaning rods on store shelves, but this is not what you want to use for normal cleaning. Not only can they flex and rub inside the bore, but regardless of the material from which they are made (usually aluminum or brass), they tend to break at the threaded junctions when pressure is applied, and some cleaning situations require pressure.

Instead, opt for a quality one-piece rod with a freely rotating handle. The better models will accept an adaptor at the business end that allows the use of a wide variety of tips. These are available in stainless steel, polymer, or nylon-coated; I prefer the coated models. There are a number of quality one-piece rods on the market which don’t flex, don’t break, and apply pressure properly. I have a rod made by J. Dewey Manufacturing that is almost 20 years old and in perfect condition. I paid more for it than a cheap three-piece set cost at the time, but I would have undoubtedly gone through several of the latter during the intervening time period. Don’t skimp on the cleaning rod, because a $20 to $40 rod is not nearly as expensive as a new $300 barrel.

[image: A quality one-piece cleaning rod with a freely rotating handle is the professional’s choice for effective barrel cleaning.]

Speaking of expensive barrels, once you have a quality cleaning rod invest a few more bucks and get a bore guide. This is an inexpensive component that fits into the chamber (on bolt action rifles that are best cleaned from the breech end), or over the muzzle (on pumps, lever actions, and those semi-autos that must be cleaned from the muzzle). You don’t really need one for break-open single-shot firearms. Its purpose is to allow the rod to enter the bore smoothly, and keep it centered. On a bolt action gun it replaces the bolt. This not only lets the rod slide into the bore with minimal opportunity to nick the throat area, but also keeps solvent, crud, and dirty patches out of the all-important trigger assembly.

It is even more important to use a bore guide on rifles that must be cleaned from the muzzle. The muzzle crown is critical for accuracy and is precisely cut to allow the bullet to exit the barrel with equal gas pressure on all sides of its base. If the crown becomes nicked or damaged, that nick can allow propellant gas to squirt through it and create unequal gas pressure that can actually tip the bullet slightly upon exit. This results in reduced accuracy, and ham-fisted cleaning from the muzzle end can be the cause of crown damage. A muzzle guide prevents this.

[image: The muzzle crown can be nicked or damaged, and that will adversely affect accuracy. A bore guide is strongly recommended if your barrel needs to be cleaned from the muzzle end.]

[image: A bore guide (or muzzle guide if your barrel needs to be cleaned from the front end) is inexpensive insurance against barrel damage.]

A gunsmith can re-cut a damaged crown, but a muzzle guide is cheaper. If you ever attend a major high-power rifle match, you will see virtually every competitor who is cleaning his or her rifle from the muzzle using one. They are that important for maximum accuracy.

You’ll also need tips for the rod, and while there is a large selection on the market, you won’t need very many. When it comes to brushes, most cleaning chores can be handled with a plain bronze bristle brush. Bronze is soft enough not to mar the bore, but sturdy enough to remove loosened powder fouling—which is all it needs to do most of the time. Make certain that the brush is properly sized to the bore. Trying to scrub a .30 caliber bore with a .22 caliber brush is not only a waste of time, but the undersized brush can allow the rod to contact the bore and some degree of damage could result. Bronze brushes are inexpensive, so you may as well buy several in each caliber you need. They don’t last forever, and a worn brush is an undersized one.

There are also a number of different styles of stainless-steel bristle brushes on the market, and I generally avoid them. They are hard enough to scratch a bore, and even a microscopic scratch can become a magnet for jacket fouling. The only exception is if lead bullets are used; in this case, a spiral-wound steel brush (some makers call it a tornado brush) is valuable. Lead sometimes has to be mechanically removed, and a bronze brush lacks the power to do much more than scrape a little bit off the top at a time. The spiral steel brushes will grab and move a lot more lead, and their spiral-wound design minimizes the chance of scratching the bore.

[image: A bronze brush (center) is the best bet for most barrels, while the spiral steel brush (upper) is very useful for lead-bullet shooters. The steel bristle brush (lower) is more useful for handguns than rifle bores.]

Most cleaning kits include a tip with a slot in it to hold a patch. When it comes to cleaning a barrel, these have little value. Some shooters believe that you can put in a patch, soak it with solvent, and then run it back and forth through the bore to remove crud. It doesn’t work like that.

The patch itself isn’t going to remove fouling until the chemicals and brush have a chance to loosen it, and the fit of the patch in the bore with a slot tip is usually too loose to push much anyway. All you accomplish when you do this is to move crud around inside the bore without removing it. About the only use for a slot tip in rifle cleaning is to saturate the bore with a solvent. When it comes time to actually remove the debris, you want a jag tip.

Jags are blunt-nosed tips that push a patch through the bore. If the patch is cut to the proper size, you get maximum patch-to-bore contact, with enough mechanical power to push crud out. A brush will loosen debris, and a jag with a tight-fitting patch removes it. If I had to clean with only one tip, it would be a jag. It’s the most useful tip you can have.

You can find these in a number of different styles and made from several different materials. I favor a compact, blunt tip made from Nylon or aluminum. Both materials are tough enough for the job, and neither will scratch the bore, but the real reason for using these materials relates to solvents. If you are using a copper solvent (which will be explained in a moment) and use a jag made of brass or bronze, the solvent can pick up copper traces from those jags since both materials contain copper. This will give you a false reading on the cleanliness of your barrel.

Jags don’t have to be perfectly sized to the bore. It’s the fit of the patch that determines contact. If you are cleaning a .17 caliber you will definitely need one sized to that bore because the others are too big, but that jag will clean .22 caliber bores as well. A .22 caliber jag will effectively handle bores up to the .25 calibers. Add a jag sized for .270 caliber and another one for .35 caliber, and that small selection will let you handle all bores up to .45 caliber simply by cutting the patch to fit.

[image: A bronze brush, blunt tip jag, and a slot tip will handle most barrel cleaning chores.]

If you are one of the growing number of Cowboy Action shooters who routinely fire lead bullets, one last tip you’ll want is a Lewis Lead Remover, available in an inexpensive kit from Brownells. This is a rubber bore-sized tip that fits a standard cleaning rod and holds a brass patch. If chemicals won’t get the lead out, this will do it mechanically. Brass is softer than steel (so it won’t scratch the bore), but harder than lead and will physically scrub it out. One potential problem with the Lewis Lead Remover is that the rubber plug supporting the replaceable brass patch may be a touch too big, preventing it from entering the bore. The solution is simply to sand it down a bit until you can get it in the bore. You only have to do it once, if at all, but once you get the tip properly fit to your bore, it is an excellent tool for removing stubborn leading that chemicals don’t get out.

The above tools will take care of the bore. There is more that needs cleaning, however, and a proper parts brush is also nice to have. Hoppe’s makes a good bronze-bristle one for a few bucks (there are others as well), and it can make quick work of removing crud and grit from action parts, extractors, and other small areas. When it comes to cleaning extremely close-tolerance parts like a trigger assembly, a plain old toothbrush is best—you don’t want to leave a shed bronze bristle in there.

[image: Parts brushes make short work of cleaning the interior action parts. The author favors a toothbrush (lower) for very close tolerance areas.]

One last brush you shouldn’t be without is a chamber brush. One might think that if the barrel has been scrubbed the chamber would also be clean, but that’s not always the case. The chamber is a lot bigger than the bore, and seldom gets proper cleaning from bore brushes. A chamber brush is a short bristle brush on a flexible handle that allows you to scrub firing residue from the chamber area. If you shoot a pump, semi-auto, or lever action, a clean and dry chamber is important for proper feeding and extraction. A chamber brush is the best way to assure that, and it is not expensive.

You will also need cloth cleaning patches, and these are readily available just about anywhere gun-related items are sold. They can be had in bulk packs, or in blister packs “pre-cut” for certain caliber ranges. I normally avoid the latter because trying to keep the proper size on hand for various calibers is a pain in the logistics, and they often don’t provide a tight fit. The bulk pack allows me to take a pair of scissors and cut patches to the exact size I want for whatever the intended chore is. You also don’t need to purchase any of the “super wonderful high-tech durable” patches. A cloth patch is a single-use item. After it’s been through the bore once, it goes in the garbage can. That patch is going to be dirty and there is no point in putting a dirty patch into a bore you want cleaned.

Cotton swabs are also handy. When combined with rubbing alcohol they are a very effective way to clean oil and crud out of screw holes and other hard-to-reach areas.

[image: A few cotton swabs and some rubbing alcohol are the best way to clean oil and sludge from screw holes so that the thread locker can take a solid bite.]

CLEANING SOLVENTS

There are two basic types of bore-cleaning compounds: chemicals and abrasives. Both are perfectly safe to use in any rifle barrel, and both will work. Depending on the type of projectile used, however, one type will be a significantly better choice for some cleaning chores than others.

Chemical cleaners are a blend of ingredients formulated to attack and dissolve, on a molecular level, specific types of fouling, which can then be removed with a jag/patch. They are my first choice when cleaning a barrel that fires jacketed bullets (and for some lead bullet cleaning) because they do a superb job, with little mess, and with minimal brush use that might score the barrel, throat or crown.

The most effective use of chemical solvents for cleaning a copper-jacket-fouled bore involves applying two different types. The


[image: Bores firing jacketed bullets are best cleaned with a two-solvent approach that uses both powder and copper solvents, and minimal brush work.]








[image: Lead-bullet shooters will find their cleaning tasks easier with dedicated lead solvents, a spiral steel brush, and a Lewis Lead Remover.]




[image: Shooters using molycoated bullets will find the penetrating oil/bore paste abrasive method their best bet]


OTHER SOLVENTS YOU’LL NEED



[image: Gas port systems are often overlooked, but they can build up a lot of carbon that can impede functioning.]





LUBRICANTS AND PRESERVATIVES






[image: There are a number of light gun oils available which will provide all the lubrication that internal action parts require.]




[image: Periodic maintenance should include removing the action from the stock and coating the hidden metal areas with a quality rust preventative.]


[image: Thread locker and a quality hollow ground screwdriver are a must for keeping screws tight.]

BENCH TOOLS








[image: The Gunslick Match-Grade Gun Maintenance Center is an excellent answer to your rifle-cradling needs. It is equally well-suited for cleaning or maintenance tasks.]



[image: Two products from Hughes—their Range Rest (top) and Bench Buddy (left)—are inexpensive and versatile solutions for your cleaning, maintenance and sight-in needs.]

[image: A proper cleaning station supports the gun, with the muzzle pointing down, and leaves both hands free to work. A bipod and a rear bag is the author’s choice, but there are others.]
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