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If you have any questions, feel free to reach out 
to us at snubgunstudygroup@protonmail.com. 

Every e-mail will receive a response.
Thank you for reading -- see you next issue!

Nick Walker
Editor

Dear Reader,

Please enjoy our fall magazine -- our biggest issue yet! If you missed our earlier editions and 
The Snubby Chronicles book, just head over to www.snubgunstudygroup.com/downloads.html 
and download them right now. It’s totally free, you don’t have to sign up for anything or provide 
an e-mail address.

You’re free to share this magazine electronically or print it out and distribute physical copies. 
All we ask is that you provide proper attribution to the Snub Gun Study Group (SG²), don’t 
charge money for it (or put it behind a paywall) and don’t modify it in any way.

For the best reading experience, I recommend opening this file in Adobe Acrobat with “two 
page view” enabled. Printed copies are not for sale, but you can have one for free if you see me 
out and about and ask nicely.

Snub Gun Study Group (SG²) is a project to encourage discussion, education and training 
related to short-barreled revolvers. It is so named because the predominant use of revolvers, 
in this era of nearly ubiquitous plastic pistols, is of the easier to carry short-barrelled variants. 
However, participation in SG² is open to all revolver enthusiasts.

We are inclusive and welcome everyone, regardless of race, sex, religion, national origin etc., 
because self defense is a universal human right. Whether you’ve been shooting for 30 years or 
you’re still considering whether or not to purchase a firearm, we’ll have something for you. 

We look forward to your feedback and ideas for future issues. Even better -- how about 
contributing an article? You can also send in your photos, drawings, shooting drills or anything 
else you’d like to see in print. You will get full credit for your work and we can include a link to 
your website. Our only requirement is that you agree that we can reproduce your work in any 
format. If you are an instructor, a gunsmith or a manufacturer of revolver-related products or 
accessories, please contact us so we can feature you or your company in an a future issue.

mailto:snubgunstudygroup%40protonmail.com?subject=
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First published in 1965, this was the first “gun 
fighting” book I ever read. In fact, in the late 1960s, it was 
one of only a handful of books of this type in print. As a 
testament to its timeless appeal, it has been re-published 
over a dozen times in the last 60 years and is still available 
today.

Bill Jordan served with the U.S. Marine Corps in 
both WWII and Korea, but he is best known for his 
lengthy career in the U.S. Border Patrol. Working along 
the Mexican border, Jordan more than once was forced 
to apply his skill with a handgun in order to ensure his 
survival. His proficiency did not go unnoticed and he 
began teaching and demonstrating those skills to other 
members of the law enforcement community, and 
eventually won even more recognition as a competitive 
and exhibition shooter. 

He was instrumental in convincing Smith & Wesson 
to chamber their K-Frame revolvers in .357 Magnum, 
resulting in the creation of the Combat Magnum, later 
named the Model 19. He considered the powerful .357 in 
a (for the time) lightweight revolver the “peace officer’s 
dream”. He also designed what became known as the 
Border Patrol holster to carry that new handgun.

When I recently re-read my copy of No Second 
Place Winner a while back, I thought I was doing so for 
nostalgic reasons (the fact that I carried a Model 19 in a 
Border Patrol holster for the first dozen or more years of 
my career probably had something to do with that). And 
the book did bring back some memories of equipment 
and technique that I had long forgotten. The interesting 
thing, though, is how much of what Jordan said over half 
a century ago is still relevant today. Tools and techniques 
may have evolved, but the need to have the resolve to 
effectively employ them has remained constant.

Bill Jordan was said to be every bit the country 
gentleman. So when you read this book, read it in a slow 
Texas drawl. If you have read this work before, it’s worth a 

Bill Jordan’s
“No Second Place Winner”

Review by Bruce Overman
re-read. If you have not, I highly recommend it.  

Whether you glean any practical information from it 
or not, it is an opportunity to get to know someone who 
seemed like a very fine man. 

RBO

P.S.  Ask me why my “pajama gun” is a S&W J-Frame 
in .22 Magnum.  I’ll give you a hint, it has something to do 
with Bill Jordan.
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S&W Safety Revolvers: This photo shows the size difference between the generationally equivalent Second 
Model .32 Safety Revolver and Fourth Model .38 Safety revolver. Readers who can tell the direction of the 
cylinder’s rotation from the “guides” into the bolt cuts that lock the cylinder chambers in alignment with the 
barrel will note that, in the top-break revolvers, the cylinders rotate clockwise. Also, while S&W used the word 
“hammerless” in advertising, it is not used inside the original box.

Smith & Wesson’s 
Safety Hammerless and 
Centennial Revolvers

by Stephen P. Wenger
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Known officially as the Safety Hammerless, the Smith 
& Wesson “lemon squeezer,” as the Safety revolver 
was nicknamed due to its grip safety, is alleged to have 
been designed in an all-night session by D. B. Wesson 
upon hearing that a child had been injured after cocking 
and accidentally firing one of the firm’s Double Action 
Revolvers. Roy Jinks, official historian for Smith & Wesson, 
has argued that that the snag-proof enclosed hammer 
may actually have been oriented toward the urban police 
officers of the day, who typically carried their revolvers 
concealed in a pocket. In either case, there is no question 
that Joe Wesson did the work at the drafting board. The 
original design was dated May 1, 1884 but not formalized 
until January 1886. The revolver was originally intended to 
be produced in .32 S&W, .38 S&W and .44 S&W Russian 
chamberings but the .44 caliber version never made it past 
the prototype stage.

The first .38s were produced in July and August of 
1886. Production was then suspended until 1887. The 
.32s were introduced in February 1888. There were five 
models of the .38 Safety Hammerless:

• The First Model had the original Z-bar barrel 
latch on the top strap. (Recall these are top-break 
revolvers.) It was made in 1886 and 1887 and 
numbered from 1 to 5,250.

• The Second Model had the barrel latch on the 
frame, directly behind the barrel rest. It was a lever 
that was pressed downward to open the action. 
It was produced from late 1887 to 1890 and was 
numbered from 5,251 to 42,483.

• The Third Model had the barrel latch in the form 
of a knurled thumb piece protruding from the 
rear of the top strap. It also included a device that 
locked the hammer while the action was being 
opened. It was produced from 1890 to 1898 and 
was numbered from approximately 42,484 to 
approximately 116,002.

• The Fourth Model used the conventional latch 
seen on all other S&W top-break revolvers. It was 
produced from 1898 to 1907 and was numbered 
from approximately 116,003 to 220,000.

 
• The Fifth Model differed from the Fourth initially 

in that the front sight was forged integrally with 
the barrel, rather than being pinned into place. 

A later change was to pin the extractor base pin 
in place, rather than using a screw thread. It was 
produced from 1907 to 1940 and was numbered 
from approximately 220,001 to 261,493.

The .38s were available with blue or nickel finishes 
and barrel lengths from two to six inches. Different grips, 
including mother of pearl, were available as options.

The .32s were first produced in February 1888 and 
the First Model was similar to the Third Model of the 
.38s. It was produced until 1902 and numbered from 1 
to 91,417. The Second Model was similar to the Fourth 
Model of the .38s. It was produced from 1902 to 1909 and 
numbered from 91,418 to 169,999. The Third Model was 
similar to the Fifth Model of the .38s. It was produced 
from 1909 to 1937 and numbered from approximately 
170,000 to 242,981.

(Note that both the .38s and .32s are five-shot guns, 
with the .32 built on a proportionally smaller frame.)

In a 1950s incident in Mexico, Rex Applegate was 
disappointed in the performance of the five rounds 
of .38 S&W that he rapidly fired from a short-barrel 
Safety Hammerless revolver into a campesino who was 
reportedly charging Applegate’s companion – a Mexican 
general – with an upraised machete. On his next trip back 
to the U.S., he and his friend Bill Jordan approached 
S&W President Carl Hellstrom and asked if the “lemon 
squeezer” could be chambered for the more powerful 
.38 Special round.* Hellstrom replied that he did not 
believe that the top-break frame could handle the greater 
pressure from the .38 Special but that S&W might be able 
to produce a similar revolver on the new J frame of the 
Chief Special.

Introduced in 1952, S&W’s 100th anniversary year, 
Applegate’s “baby” was named the Centennial. It was 
initially introduced in the Airweight version (eventually 
to become the Model 42), with a handful available as 
early as November 21, 1952. The first steel-frame guns 
were completed on December 1, 1952. The Centennials 
were numbered in their own series, beginning with 
1, up to 30,160. In 1971, due to the provisions of 1968 
Gun Control Act, a new number series began with L1. 
Applegate once told me that he was shipped, as a gift in 
recognition of his role in its genesis, an early Centennial 
engraved with his personal emblem of an apple over a 
gate.

The original Centennials were only manufactured with 
nominally two-inch barrels – actually 1 7/8 inches – and 
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S&W Centennials, 1st Generation: 
The early-production, “flat-latch” Model 42 
wears the original “high-horn” Centennial grips, 
rising all the way to the top of he recurve of 
the back strap. On the late-production Model 
40, the grips are shorter. With the limited 
ammunition offerings of the time, the low-
recoil target wadcutter loads would have been 
a reasonable choice for the Airweight gun, as 
they remain today for some recoil-sensitive 
users of lightweight, small-frame revolvers.

S&W Centennials, 2nd 
Generation: 

While not as widely seen, 
a 3” barrel was optional on 
the Model 640. It is pictured 
with Winchester’s version of 
the “FBI load” – a +P 158 gr. 
LSWCHP that performed well 
out of barrels of 3” or more and 
better than most SJHP loads 
of the time out of 2” barrels. 
It wears Pachmayr’s Compac 
Professional grip – attractive to 
some users with small hands 
whose thin fingers might be 
a poor match to the man-size 
finger grooves commonly seen 
on other grips. The Model 442 
wears hand-carved Boot Grips 
from Craig Spegel, with the high-
horn Centennial option. It is 
pictured with the discontinued 
standard-pressure, 125 gr. “Chief 
Special” Nyclad HP load, then 
offered by Federal. For the time, 
that was an optimal load for a 
lightweight, short-barrel gun, 
not yet rated for +P ammo.
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S&W Centennial, 3rd Generation:
The Model 640-1 ushered in the extended or J-Magnum  
frame, allowing chambering in .357 Magnum. The new 
frame was subsequently used for Magnum chambering in 
other models such as the 3” Model 60, also shown. For most 
users, these guns are comfortable to fire with +P .38 Special 
loads such as CorBon’s 110 gr. DPX (all-copper) HP load 
and Speer’s 135 gr. short-barrel Gold Dot HP load. Albeit 
in different woods, both guns wear the same version of 
Altamont’s boot grip, with the optional medallions, for the 
diehard S&W aficionado.

were available in blue or nickel finishes. Because of the 
shooting style of the times, the “humpback” Bodyguard 
series (models 49 and 38) became more popular than 
the Centennial because it offered the option of thumb-
cocking. The original Centennials were dropped from the 
S&W catalog in 1974, around number L9,861.

As often happens, people may not appreciate 
something until it is gone. Some professionals in the 
field of defensive firearms consider the Centennial the 
optimal backup gun and an excellent deep-cover gun. 
About the only thing that can stop it from functioning is 
preventing the cylinder from rotating. It doesn’t care if it is 
grasped tightly or loosely and has no reciprocating slides 
or hammers to snag on clothing and no hammer slot to 
get blocked with small objects like coins. In 1989 Smith 
& Wesson re-introduced the Centennial, albeit without 
the grip safety, in stainless steel, as the Model 640. While 
many users of the earlier Centennials took the option of 
pinning the grip safety in the “fire” position, some, with 

larger hands, still appreciated the slight increase it added 
in the distance to the trigger face. Unfortunately for them, 
that feature was gone. For those preferring a longer barrel, 
some standard Model 640s were made with 3” tubes.

The newer Centennial has also been available in 
Airweight versions, both as the aluminum/stainless-
steel-colored Model 642 and as the black-coated Model 
442. The former was made from 1990 to 1992, then re-
introduced in 1996. The latter was introduced in 1993. In 
1999 a titanium-cylinder Airlite version was introduced as 
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the Model 342, with at least one additional variant with 
the same model number.

In 1996, S&W altered the J-frame by lengthening the 
cylinder window and cylinder, along with some other 
beefing up, to chamber the Centennial in .357 Magnum. 
These guns were also fitted with 2 1/8” barrels with full 
underlugs like those that had been introduced with the 
L-frame guns. S&W broke with past history in not giving 
this frame a new letter designation. When the original 
I frame – designed for a six-shot revolver chambered in 
.32 S&W Long but also suitable for a five-shot revolver 
chambered in .38 S&W – underwent a similar extension, 
allowing it to be chambered in .38 Special, the new frame 
size was designated with a “J.” This time, however, S&W 
– at least to the public – did not follow suit. These guns, 
however, are more properly referred to as being built on the 
extended J Frame or J-Magnum frame. And while the .357s 
are often still referred to as 640s, they are more properly 
distinguished from the earlier stainless-steel Centennials 
as 640-1s or 640-3s – the latter indicating the introduction 
of the integral or “internal” key lock. In 2000, the first of 
the Model 340 Airlite Sc models was introduced. Using an 
aluminum-scandium frame and a titanium cylinder, these 
guns are chambered in .357 Magnum but most users rarely 
continue shooting the Magnum loads in them. The Model 
340 guns have 1 7/8” barrels with a slimmed underlug.

There are and have been Centennials in other 
chamberings, including .22 Long Rifle, .22 Winchester 
Magnum Rimfire and .32 H&R Magnum. Those, however, 
are beyond the scope of this discussion.

* In the typical factory loads of the time, a bullet from 
a .38 S&W would have to be fired from a 4” barrel to 
equal the kinetic energy of a .38 Special load fired from 
a 2” barrel.

(A note about Smith & Wesson serial and numbers: 
Prior to the Gun Control Act of 1968, serial numbers 
were not required and some manufacturers overlapped 
serial numbers on different models of their guns. Prior 
to GCA 68, Smith & Wesson had already gone to some 
frame-specific serial numbers and, as noted above, the 
early Centennials were assigned L-series serial numbers 
shortly after the passage of GCA 68. However, by the time 
that Smith & Wesson introduced the second-generation 
Centennials, they were already using the current alpha-
numeric system [e.g., ABC1234] where the serial number 
itself no longer indicates the frame on which the gun is 
built. In 1957, Smith & Wesson began the use of model 
numbers, continuing the use of names as secondary 
designations.)
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Grab a cup of tea and join us as we sit down with Mike 
Wood of www.revolverguy.com for an exclusive interview 
in this issue’s Tea Time at SG2.

Nick: So, Mike, thanks for doing this with us. Please tell 
the readers a little about yourself.

Mike: I’m an instructor and RSO at my local range, where 
I teach classes for both armed citizens and groups of law 
enforcement officers. I also assist with some contract 
training for law enforcement agencies, on occasion. I get 
to teach a mix of students from various backgrounds.

Nick: There’s a lot of new people who are just getting 
into firearms for the first time. What’s it like working with 
them and what advice do you have?

Mike: So, with new people, there’s often a lot of 
apprehension. They’re usually nervous. They might be 
afraid of looking silly in front of their peers (especially 
the guys), or just worried because they’re unfamiliar 
with firearms. Depending on a person’s background or 
personality, they may even be a little afraid of them.
 So, I think the biggest thing that somebody can do, 
whether they’re a professional, or just somebody who’s 
trying to help out a loved one, or a friend, is to try to 
make those first experiences fun and safe. That’s the only 
goal that I have for a first-timer. I want those first couple 
sessions to be fun and emphasize safety really, really 
heavily. Safety is what makes them feel comfortable with 
not only the gun, but the instructor as well, because they 
know you’re going to take care of them and not recklessly 
subject them to unnecessary danger. You want to establish 
that trust and rapport, then make it fun, so they’ll want to 
come back. If it’s not fun, they won’t!
 I don’t worry about accuracy on a first trip to the 
range, or if they’re not perfect in manipulating the gun, as 
long as they’re safe. We can fix the other stuff later, I just 
want that first trip to be focused on safety, and keeping it 
lighthearted and fun.
 When I was teaching my daughters how to shoot, 
when they were little kids, I got the little .22 shotshells 
and I set up a bunch of balloons. We had a single shot, cut 
down, youth Marlin rifle, they didn’t know the difference 
between real projectiles and little shot cartridges, but it 
was fun for them, and they wanted to do more of it. That 
was the goal.
 For adults, I put the target close, so it’s easy for 
them to hit. That helps reinforce their attraction to the 
whole thing. If you make it too difficult at the beginning, 

they’ll get intimidated. So, no military drill-instructor 
routine with them., don’t make them nervous or climb 
over them for every mistake. That’s a big thing I think a 
lot of folks tend to get wrong. We want our friends, our 
loved ones, our students to do well, so we’re often quick 
to identify the errors that they’re making. We want to get 
on them right away and correct them. That’s all well and 
good, but a new student is going to make a lot of mistakes, 
and if you’re constantly on their case, it’s not fun.
 So, unless it’s a safety problem that needs to 
be corrected immediately, or a major problem with a 
fundamental, like grip, that we have to fix right now before 
we go any further, just let it ride. Yes, they’re making a 
mistake, but in the big scheme of things, is that something 
I need to point out right now, or is that something I can 
let ride for a little bit, and fix later? Pick your battles, 
choose your priorities.

Nick: That sounds like good advice for any kind of 
teaching.

Mike: Yes, we focus a lot on instructors having technical 
proficiency and skill, but people need to be good teachers 
first, and have technical skills second. With students you 
have to determine what kind of learner they are--are they 
visual learners? Auditory? Tactile? Those are important 
instructor skills, teacher skills, to have, in addition to 
shooting skills.
 When I help out with LEO instructor courses, we 
get the guys who are the best shots in their unit. That’s 
a good starting point -- you don’t want a guy who’s a 
terrible shooter being an instructor -- but just because 
a guy can shoot doesn’t mean he’s going to be a good 
instructor. They’re very, very good at the technical part, 
but not necessarily the soft skills that come with teaching.
I saw that a lot in the military, when I was active duty, 
and I’ve seen it a lot with law enforcement. Sometimes 
instructors are picked with the wrong set of attributes, but 
that’s not to say you can’t develop those things in a guy, 
if he’s a good marksman but a little rough around the 
edges on teaching, you can teach him that. But the guys 
who really resonate are the ones who are good teachers 
to begin with, then you add in the technical ability and 
knowledge.

Nick: How do you find a good instructor? How do you 
know who to avoid?

http://www.revolverguy.com
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Mike: It’s really difficult to evaluate somebody until you 
actually see them in action for a bit, so that’s where tools 
like YouTube or websites can be helpful. Obviously we 
want a guy who has technical expertise, not somebody 
who’s uneducated or unskilled doing the teaching. But 
I tend to take a really critical look at people who want 
to hype their military or law enforcement credentials 
when they may not be relevant. Don’t get me wrong, 
I’m retired military, a volunteer LEO, I appreciate the 
skill and knowledge and expertise that comes from those 
backgrounds, but you’ve got to go with the context.
 If I want to jump out of helicopters and assault 
compounds, I’ll find a military specops guy to teach me, 
but he might not be the best choice to teach my wife 
how to defend herself in the parking lot at Wal-Mart. So, 
when I see these guys who say, “hey we’re going to turn 
you into a superduper ninja” kind of thing, it’s a turn off. 
I like to see, if you look at a curriculum, I like to see 
some balance in there. If a guy has a gun school and he 
shows me that his curriculum is all hard skills, shooting 
and manipulation, that to me is a bit of a warning flag. 
I want to see some treatment of the soft skills in there 
-- communication, threat avoidance, situational awareness, 
legal/liability issues. I think you have to have all of that to 
have a well-rounded person.
 Now, that’s not to say you can’t have a specialty 
class, like precision rifle, but if you’re looking for general 
instruction, a first class, a basic home defense class, I want 
to see something that’s not all hard skills, I want to see a 
good mix. 
You and I being in the industry, we kind of recognize that 
sometimes guys will collect credentials that don’t mean 
a whole hell of a lot. For example, if a guy tells me he’s 
a Glock armorer, I kind of laugh. I think the same thing, 
honestly, if he tells me he’s a USCCA instructor or an NRA 
instructor. Those things are good, they denote a certain 
base level of knowledge, but a lot of people graduate from 
those programs and they still don’t know what they’re 
doing, because by themselves they don’t mean a whole 
lot. There are some excellent instructors out there with 
those credentials, but the credentials themselves don’t 
guarantee you’ll get an excellent instructor.
 I’d like to know where this person has received 
their own training -- what instructors have they learned 
from? If they have a lot of credible people they have 
studied under, then they’re more likely to be at the top of 
their game. They should have at least a variety -- if all they 
have is one guy they’ve learned from, then it’s a warning 
flag. You want a guy who can be a student of different 
instructors, get a sampling of what a lot of people are 

doing--that will help him find his little niche. That’s better 
than one guy who’s really deep with one instructor.
 We’re fortunate these days, there are a lot of people 
who have blogs, or you can go on gun forums, or Yelp, 
so there are places you can go to see what other students 
have said about these instructors. Some of the comments 
are useless, others helpful. The best ones usually come 
from people who have trained in a lot of different places, 
because they have something to compare it to.

Nick: Yes, I’ve noticed that too. It takes some research to 
find a quality instructor.

Mike: I’m 52, I’m not an old guy but I’m not a young guy 
either. The 52-year old Mike Wood is a lot better teacher 
than the 21-year old Mike Wood was. There’s something 
to be said for going for someone who’s a little more 
mature. A lot of young guys came back from the war, full 
of energy, piss and vinegar, God bless them, and want to 
teach firearms, but there’s a certain level of maturity that 
still needs to happen for some of them. Me, personally, 
I tend to favor guys who lead a lifestyle that looks kind 
of like mine. If I’m a 40-year old housewife and I want to 
learn how to shoot a gun to defend my family, I’m better 
off looking at someone who has the same responsibilities 
and concerns that I do. Someone who understands that 
at a certain age, you can’t make your front sight perfectly 
clear any longer. Now, there are young guys who do a great 
job, but if you’re not sure it’s probably good to choose 
someone who mirrors your life situation a bit more.

Nick: That reminds me of Claude Werner, one of my 
favorite people in this industry. He’s very good at focusing 
on what people can actually carry in a professional 
environment, e.g. pocket pistols, and snubbies.

Mike: Yes, he was an Army Special Forces officer, who 
then went to work in the real estate industry, so he 
understands what it’s like to wear a collared shirt and tie 
to work every day. A guy like that can provide a lot more 
utility to the average Joe, than the guy with a military 
background who runs around in utilities and boots all 
day, and his daily life isn’t much different than what it was 
in the military, because he can still wear tactical clothing, 
have guns exposed, etc.

Nick: Yes, exactly. If you work in any kind of professional 
environment, even if it’s legal for you to be armed, it’s just 
not something you want to be known for. I know I would 
have lost a lot of sales and professional relationships if I’d 
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had so much as a pocketknife exposed.

Mike: Yeah, and this is something that’s easier for you 
and me to discern, something that might make a good 
test when you’re picking out an instructor. You look at 
what an instructor has on when they’re instructing--the 
guy who has the competition race gun and holster, with a 
belt full of mags, and he’s teaching your CCW class, but 
he doesn’t have CCW-appropriate gear. So, then you look 
through the photo gallery on his website, and the guy has 
a carbine and a chest full of mags, and a plate carrier in 
most of the photos, well, he’s probably not the guy you 
want to take your concealed carry pistol class from.

Nick: One thing a lot of people may not realize, even at the 
NRA offices, one of the most gun-friendly organizations in 
the world, virtually everyone I met carries concealed. I 
never saw one person open carry, other than the people 
working the range. (NB: Most of my visits to the NRA 
came before the current drama. It’s too bad to see this 
stuff overshadow an organization where I met many kind 
people).

Mike: There’s always some compromises, you might not be 
able to carry what you’d like. Darryl Bolke, he makes a very 
good point that what a lot of people consider concealed 
is not really “concealed,” it’s more like “covered.” There’s 
a difference between a gun that’s covered and one that’s 
concealed in a way that someone who’s attuned to guns 
wouldn’t be able to detect it. And the type of guns and 
holsters that offer true concealed carry, they’re going to 
slow your presentation, harder to get into action, and 
you’re usually carrying a less capable gun.

Nick: Exactly. Which is why I always cringe when I see 
these articles that say “printing doesn’t matter”. It might 
not matter if all you’re doing is going out to the mall and 
no one is paying attention to you, but if you’re around 
the same people every day, that bulge in your clothing is 
going to be noticed pretty fast.

Mike: Yes, you’ll find many people who are carrying, they 
print. Sometimes it’s what they wear, or how they move, 
but you get a brief glimpse of the holster or the muzzle of 
their gun, or the shape of it showing through the clothing.

My point is that it’s true that 99.9% of the public is 
so absorbed they’re not going to notice you’re printing. 
The problem is, that the part of the public who will notice 
you’re printing, are the exact people you don’t want to 
know you have a gun – cops and crooks. Those are the 

ones who are going to make you. Those are the ones you 
don’t want to see you printing– in the first case, with cops, 
it could lead to action you don’t want to be a part of. 
For example, in my home state, there are places that are 
posted “no firearms”. They do not have force of law, but if 
you are caught there you can be arrested for trespassing if 
you don’t leave. So, you don’t want to attract the attention 
of a security guard or a police officer who’s going to ask 
questions, since it leads to complications you don’t want.

Nick: Yes, and there’s lots of videos of people whose guns 
were taken by criminals, Greg Ellifritz has documented 
dozens of cases like these.

Mike: Yes, and even before the YouTube era, we had 
police officers who were assaulted for their openly-carried 
firearms-- that’s always been a job threat for every armed 
officer. To avoid attention from the criminals who would 
attack you for your gun, you’ve got to live and move in a 
way that reduces printing, advertising, and telegraphing. 
I’ve spent a lot of effort learning how to do that better.

Nick: Same here. Last year during the Covid hysteria, I 
was out for a walk and ended up being questioned by 
four officers who thought I matched the description of a 
guy breaking into vehicles. I was carrying a J-frame and 
they never noticed. That’s kind of an extreme example 
but I’ve always felt like the snubby shines as the gun for 
people who can’t carry other firearms.

Mike: The snubby is a tough gun. It’s Jekyll and Hyde. 
A very easy gun to operate, but it’s hard to shoot well. It 
takes a high degree of skill to shoot it accurately, or at least 
as accurately as your average Glock 19. But at the same 
time there’s a simplicity that makes them a perfect match 
for some jobs, which just endears them to many of us. 
It’s a good choice within its limitations. My brother used 
to say that every time he went out with his 642, he had 
a mental conversation with himself, where he said, “I am 
limiting myself by carrying this gun and I am limiting the 
kinds of situations I can get myself involved in.” He set his 
mind from the very beginning, there’s going to be some 
things I can’t do, that I can do with other guns – maybe 
that boosts situational awareness? I always thought that 
was an interesting way to look at things.
 So yeah, the snubby solves a lot of problems, 
especially if you need a small gun that’s reliable. I carry 
an autopistol a lot, I carry one at work, and frequently 
carry one in my off time too. But the smaller that you 
make an autopistol, the more problems that you’re going 
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to have with reliability and your ability to operate it with 
efficiency. I see this surge of interest in guns like the little 
LCP, or even guns as large as the Glock 42 and S&W 
Shield--everyone wants to carry them because they’re 
small, lightweight and flat. But I see a lot more issues with 
reliability with those smaller guns than I do the larger 
ones. So that’s an area where I think the snubby has a 
significant advantage. I think a lot of people are better off 
with the snubby for reliability than the Shield or LCP.
 The other thing – and this goes back to LEO 
side of things – people are probably more likely to point 
guns at people, than to actually shoot guns at people, and 
when that happens, it’s a very, very stressful environment. 
That’s where the long, double action stroke on the snubby 
pays dividends. It’s a good type of trigger for managing 
someone at gunpoint. You’re a lot less likely to have a 
negligent discharge with the snubby than with the Glock, 
for instance.
 That’s a huge benefit to the snubby and I think 
a lot of people don’t understand that, they don’t see the 
gun as a threat management tool, they see it as a bullet 
delivery platform. The Glock is a better bullet delivery 
platform than the snubby in many ways, but it’s not a 
better tool for managing a high stress situation, where 
your finger does that self-confidence check, to check that 
the trigger’s there (trigger checking).
 But I’m familiar with all platforms, I don’t limit 
myself to revolvers, I’m familiar with all the long gun and 
handgun platforms, there are definite advantages to all of 
them. For some people, that snubby in the pocket makes 
a lot more sense than that full size 1911. There’s no “one 
is better than the other”, some tools are just better for 
some jobs.

Nick: One of the things that influenced me in terms of 
self-defense was spending a few years in Latin America. 
In Brazil, my apartment was broken into, we called the 
police but it took hours for anyone to show up. I wanted 
something to protect myself but getting a gun wasn’t an 
option, so I went with a crossbow, I practiced until I could 
string the bow in a few seconds by standing on one end 
of the prod and bending the other end up. The problem 
is that you really only get one shot, so I put a laser on 
it so the bad guy would know I wasn’t likely to miss. 
Thankfully I never had to point it at anyone. So today 
even if I “only” have six shots, I still feel much better 
protected than having none. Of course, I also learned a 
lot about things like installing better locks and improving 
home security too. I came to realize that your self-defense 
tools can only be a small part of your overall preparedness 

strategy, because firearms are only usable in a narrow 
range of circumstances.

Mike: Correct. In 2020 alone we had 8.5 million new 
gun owners. The gun industry should be very excited 
about that. This could enhance the strength of our voting 
bloc, make our movement stronger, a lot of people are 
very, very excited about the potential for that. Publicly, 
with things like revolverguy.com, I’m certainly trying to 
encourage new gun owners to be responsible and to join 
our fraternity and enjoy all the great things guns have to 
offer, and to do it in a safe and responsible manner.
But privately, I’m very worried about the makeup of this 
8.5 million, because anecdotally it appears that a large 
percentage of the people who fall into this group come 
from backgrounds where they have no exposure to the gun 
culture, or responsible gun owner role models. What I’m 
afraid of is that we’re going to have a whole lot of people 
out there who know nothing about guns, they bought one 
in a panic, and because of their outlook on life they’re 
not necessarily interested in learning about them. And so 
these guns are just going to sit on a shelf somewhere, and 
if they do grab that gun I have concerns about whether or 
not they’ll be able to use it responsibly. I have concerns 
about whether it will be safely and properly stored.
 So, I’m concerned about the 8.5 million, a lot of 
them are not gun savvy and suddenly have these things, 
so there’s a big responsibility for us to try to bring them 
into the fold. We may not agree with them, we may have 
very different views on politics, but if you’re going to be a 
gun owner you need to do it the right way. It goes back to 
what you and I were talking about the other day, we have 
to be approachable, we can’t scare people off. We have an 
opportunity to teach them what’s safe because they might 
not get that from anybody else in their life.
 So, if you’re a lefty liberal who believes everything 
Mike Bloomberg tells you, where are you going to learn 
to operate your pistol and how to use it safely and 
responsibly? The “Evil NRA,” that people have been 
taught to hate, is a very good group that has a lot to teach 
them, but a lot of media bias has to be overcome.

Nick: I couldn’t agree more. Awhile back I was at a 
forum where Josh Horwitz of the Campaign to Stop Gun 
Violence kept talking about “gun safety”. I asked if he 
could name any of the firearms safety rules, he paused 
and then said “wear hearing protection”. These advocacy 
groups don’t actually teach anyone to be a responsible 
gun owner. Meanwhile the NRA is the biggest source of 
firearms safety training in the country. I wish that would 
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get some attention, not LaPierre’s scandals!

Mike: That’s by design. It doesn’t get advertised. The media 
actively hides it. The NRA trains more armed citizens and 
LEOs than any organization in the U.S. My certifications 
through the NRA are from their Law Enforcement Division, 
which is different from their program for mainstream 
NRA instructors who teach the classes like basic pistol, 
hunter safety, and so on. The NRA trains law enforcement 
instructors all over America, and in larger numbers than 
the FBI or any other law enforcement organization. In fact, 
when the FBI first started to arm its agents, they turned to 
the NRA for help to get started. They’ve been doing this 
a very, very long time, going back to the post-Civil War 
era, when it was founded by Union Army Officers who 
wanted to have an organization that would teach musketry 
to citizens in case they were conscripted for service. It 
really only turned into a political organization in the 1960s 
and ‘70s, with the revolt in Cincinnati.

Nick: So, on another note, what’s your checklist for 
buying guns?

Mike: If you take enthusiasts in any endeavor, if they 
get the opportunity to make recommendations, they are 
going to go with what they personally like. You go on a 
mountain biking forum, you are going to have 30 different 
guys describe their bicycle to you as the “best” one. So, 
we shouldn’t be surprised when the same thing happens 
in the gun environment.
 But the most important thing is to get the idea of 
what this person needs – you can’t do that until you start 
soliciting more information. You have to ask questions 
first, to figure out what their needs are, because they are 
probably different than yours. Like we said earlier, for a 
lot of people, maybe the best they’re going to get is a 
snubnose revolver. But you’re not going to figure that out 
until you learn more about their daily life and what role 
that gun is going to fulfill for them.
 This should be a strategy for newbies when picking 
out instructors – say, “hey I’m new and I want to show up 
to your class, what gun should I get?” If they tell you to 
get a Glock, you probably have a bad instructor choice 
there, because ideally the instructor should tell you, “well 
if you don’t have a gun, we’ve got several you can try out 
and find one that works for you”. The guy who tells you 
to go out and spend $700 on a certain gun before you can 
take a class, that’s a red flag right there.
It’s not uncommon that you’ll see guys who show up to 
class with a fancy rig, and then when class is over, they put 

the J-frame on--what are you really accomplishing when 
you do stuff like that? Why not train like you fight and 
bring the gear that you’ve got?
 A great way to show a guy that his gear is not 
appropriate is to let him struggle with it in class. I had 
a class we did recently at my club, the students were a 
church security group, and they showed up with a wild 
assortment of gear. I’m looking at some of the stuff, and 
it’s completely inappropriate for their mission, so part of 
me wants to just scream out at these guys, “you’re showing 
up with the wrong stuff, that’s not gonna work.” But we 
ran the stuff they had, and by the end of the day they had 
figured out if they had the wrong holster or the wrong 
gun. 
One guy had a compact version of the CZ-75 and struggled 
with working the manual thumb safety, so when it was time 
to put the gun back in the holster, he wanted to return the 
gun to DA mode by pulling the trigger and holding onto 
the hammer spur, which is completely inappropriate for a 
defensive situation. Even in our training, he was nervous 
about doing that, so I said, “how would you like to do 
that when you’re a bundle of nerves, after you just shot at 
somebody, in a crowded church full of your friends and 
family?” So, let people show up with what they have, and 
if it sucks, it sucks. Good training will help them figure it 
out without too much pushing from you.
 I spent a lot of time in the military training with a 
decocking system on the Beretta M9. The first centerfire 
autopistol I relied upon as an adult was a Sig 226--I think 
it’s a wonderful pistol, probably the best of the DA/SA 
pistol out there. But every weapon system has its own 
training burden that comes with it. If you’re going to carry 
a DA/SA, you have to decock every time you come off 
target and don’t plan to shoot again, right away. If it’s a 
1911, you have to apply the thumb safety in that case. 
With a revolver, it’s all about ammunition management—
you don’t have a lot, and it takes a long time to reload the 
gun, so you can’t waste your ammo, you have to get your 
hits. So, each one is going to have its own training burden 
that you’re going to tackle.

Nick: That reminds me of one of my favorite Thomas 
Sowell sayings, there are no solutions, there are only 
trade-offs. Thank you Mike!

Mike: Thank you!
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Favorite Handguns: 
S&W Model 64 Snub

by Stephen A. Camp
Editor’s note: Once again we are honored to have the blessing of Sandy Camp, Stephen’s wife, to continue publishing 
his work in this magazine. This article struck a chord with me because a Model 64 snubnose was the first centerfire 
handgun I owned, purchased at a time when money was tight and one gun had to suffice for both home defense and 
concealed carry. The photos have been re-done to fit the magazine format. You can see Stephen’s original article and 
photos at hipowersandhandguns.com/favorite_handguns-S&W%20Model%2064%20Snub.htm.

In normal trim, the Model 64 came standard with the checkered 
magna stocks and a spur hammer. Earlier versions had grooved 
triggers but smooth front and rear grip straps. Shown is a Model 
64-2, which means that the gas ring was moved from the yoke to the 
cylinder. It has a polished stainless finish. This version was introduced 
in 1977 and was capable of both double and single-action operation. 
I am unaware of any square butt Model 64 snubnose revolvers; all of 
the ones I’ve ever seen used the round butt frame. 

Photo by Stephen P. Wenger.

https://hipowersandhandguns.com/favorite_handguns-S&W%20Model%2064%20Snub.htm
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Fascinated with firearms, especially handguns for 
as long as I can remember, I began purchasing them 
about four decades ago…as finances allowed. Eventually 
the inevitable “fever” set in and like so many before me 
(and after), I began a dedicated search for the “perfect 
handgun”…which I have yet to find! I bought, owned and 
traded more than a few makes, models and calibers, both 
revolver and autoloader but was rarely rational enough 
to keep those that just had that “special something” we 
all recognize but sometimes cannot adequately describe. 
More often than not, I foolishly let prime examples “slip 
away”. The interesting thing is that I would eventually buy 
or trade into another and then trade or sell the thing yet 
again! I was a slow learner!

Though I appreciate a varied array of handguns, the 
ones I find to be special are fewer, although they were 
frequently common as could be in years past. It may 
be that their extreme availability encouraged thinking, 
“Heck, I’ll trade it off to make up the difference for this 
new whiz-bang super pistol. After all, I can always find 
another later on.” Alas, this did not always prove to be 
true! The common vanilla firearm that I could “always find 
later on” had become considerably scarcer, not to mention 
more expensive while my pea brain was distracted on the 
latest wonder guns hitting the market in my holy quest 
for the “perfect handgun”. When I think of the S&W 
Model 58’s, 10’s, 19’s, and 27’s I moved out of the way in 
my dealer’s display case to get to some newly-introduced 
shootin’ iron, I shake my head in disbelief. The old saying, 
“You never want a drink of water until the well runs dry,” 
comes to mind.

I thought that it might be of some interest to do an 
occasional article on those special handguns I have come 
to regard as favorites based primarily on first-person long-
term use and personal observation rather than just the 
descriptors for a specific make and model. Perhaps I could 
help prevent others from making the very same mistakes 
I made further back on the very same trail? Without 
question, much of this will have to be subjective, but I 
will make every effort to be an accurate reporter of these 
observations and not to label my opinion as fact.

Like so many other shooters, Smith & Wesson’s line 
of K-Frame revolvers have just “felt right” to me since the 
first time I picked up a standard barrel Model 10 in the 
‘60’s and none of them more so than the Model 10 Heavy 
Barrel. In either 3 or 4” barrel lengths, I find this revolver 
to point better for me than any other “round gun”. My first 
“duty gun” as a fledgling police officer was a blue-steel 4” 
Model 10 HB.

To this day I find no handgun finish more handsome 
than the traditional blue of most S&W revolvers, but 
when the stainless-steel K-Frames hit the market, I found 
their corrosion-resistance more practical for me than their 
better-looking blued brethren! Sweating in Texas’ heat 
combined with working in inclement weather eventually 
won me over from the “dark (blue steel) side” to stainless. 
Some folks do not seem as cursed with “acid fingers” as 
others, but I am not one. More recently, I have become 
not only less reluctant to add stainless revolvers to my 
collection, but actually prefer their practicality for daily 
(and nightly) carry, which explains my owning more 
Model 64s than 10s.

I have owned and used Model 64s with 3 and 4” 
heavy barrels as well as the 2” snubs and the latter is the 
focus of this article.

I am not alone in finding the standard-issue magna 
stocks that came on the gun satisfactory. Over the years, 
I’ve tried different aftermarket stocks with varying degrees 
of success as well as the “old school” Tyler grip adapter 
which was just “SOP” back when I was first acquainted 
with them. It was not until I began seriously working 
with electronic timers that I discovered that I shot just 
as well in either slow or rapid-fire with the factory grip 
panels as with any other and couple of other shooters 
told me the very same thing, but this does not hold true 
for all shooters. I’ve talked to others who prefer about 
anything to the factory grip! Like the smaller J-Frames, 
these revolvers were designed to be carried concealed and 
if an aftermarket stock is to be used, I prefer those not 
extending below the bottom of the grip frame and have 
had excellent luck with Eagle’s “Secret Service” stocks. 
For those interested, here’s a write-up on them: https://
www.hipowersandhandguns.com/eagle_secret_service_
grips_for_sb%20KFrame.htm.

I currently use them if not the factory magna grips 
simply because I seem to be able to hang onto the gun 
better if someone is trying to force it away from me. 
The Model 64 snub is not any harder to conceal with 
the Eagle stocks than those from the factory, but the best 
stocks can still only be determined by the individual user. 
Fortunately for K-Frame fans, there are plenty available 
for round butt K-Frame revolvers.

The K-Frame .38 Model 64 snub lends itself 
to frequent practice. Though a snub, its sight radius is 
longer than on the more compact J-Frames. For folks who 
have been taught or are willing to learn proper double-
action shooting techniques, these revolvers are capable 
of surprising accuracy in slow, precise fire or better-than-

https://www.hipowersandhandguns.com/eagle_secret_service_grips_for_sb%20KFrame.htm
https://www.hipowersandhandguns.com/eagle_secret_service_grips_for_sb%20KFrame.htm
https://www.hipowersandhandguns.com/eagle_secret_service_grips_for_sb%20KFrame.htm
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Here is another Model 64. Like the other, it was purchased (lightly) used 
but in fine working order. It has as smooth an action as any revolver 
I’ve ever seen that has not been to a trigger specialist. In this picture, 
it is wearing a set of Precision’s “Hide Out Grips”. They are made 
of black nylon and are quite inexpensive. I usually texture these with 
an engraving pencil for a little better purchase with wet hands. These 
stocks work fine with speed loaders as they come from the factory. (This 
is not the case with the non-finger groove J-Frame Hide Out Grips.)

expected “combat accuracy” if things turn fast and furious.
Two hours before this paragraph was started, I 

returned from a range session with the previously-shown 
Model 64-2 snub (the one with the polished finish). 
I’d fired approximately 150 rounds of standard pressure 
Georgia-Arms ammunition ranging from 125 to 158 grains 
and three cylinders-full of Remington’s 158-gr. LHP +P. 
Most shooting was done slow-fire but some was done in 
“defensive mode” using both standard and +P ammunition. 
All firing was done double-action, standing and using 
a two-hand hold. The bulk of the shots were contained 
within the X-Ring of a B-27 with none straying out of the 
ten-ring surrounding it. Distances were 10 and 15 yards 
and unlike the J-Frame Airweights, skill-maintenance 
sessions are not uncomfortable due to the lighter, smaller 
guns’ greater felt-recoil. In my experience, K-Frames just 
lend themselves to good shooting for folks having been 
trained to shoot double-action. Practice is not cut short 
due to discomfort and neither is the life-expectancy of a 

regularly-used K-Frame .38 Special. If you really want to 
practice shooting long-term with a chosen defensive arm, 
it is comforting to know that it should go the distance 
with you. Coupling that with extreme reliability, high 
mechanical accuracy and a size/weight combination that 
works well for either home defense or concealed carry, 
results in a handgun I value highly. 

Around the house, this revolver can be conveniently 
but unobtrusively at hand; mine almost always is, and if 
it might be a tad too heavy for constant pocket carry, its 
presence in the hip pocket when answering the door 
has been both reassuring to me while unknown to 
those calling…so far. Hopefully, strangers at the door will 
continue to be for innocent purposes but if not, the Model 
64 snub can rapidly provide the means to efficiently quell 
an attempted criminal attack!

I prefer concealed-carry defensive revolvers as snag-
free as possible and replace the standard spur hammer 
with one bobbed from the factory and follow Mr. 
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Though its weight (circa 2 lbs. depending upon ammunition and stocks)  and size are a mite much for pocket carry (in my 
opinion), using an IWB holster with practically any covering garment makes the Model 64 snub a very viable option.

Editor’s note: Holster on the left is a Milt Sparks VM2. Top right is a Fist #1BK. Bottom right is a Mika Pocket Holster. While 
I agree with Stephen that the Model 64 works best when carried IWB, when it was my only revolver I frequently carried it in a 
pocket and it worked OK -- just don’t forget to wear a strong belt! Shown is a Model 64-2 with Herrett’s Detective Stocks. This 
particular specimen began life as a carry gun for a warden in the Virginia Department of Corrections. Although it may not be 
apparent in the photos, the hammer spur has been softened slightly to minimize snagging.

Kuhnhausen’s shop manual’s instructions to insure that 
it works smoothly and reliably. I have personally seen 
revolvers with hammer spurs snag when being drawn 
from concealment but only from pockets. While I have 
been told of its happening from IWB presentations, I have 
not personally witnessed it. Care in practice or specialized 
presentation techniques are probably effective in reducing 
snags in panic situations but I just prefer to remove the 
spur. Understand that in no way am I trying to mandate 
using bobbed, DAO hammers, but I do suggest looking 
into the option to see if it is right for you; entirely your 
decision.

My Model 64 is a favored “house gun” and one I 
usually have close to hand. It wears Eagle Secret Service 

stocks and is DAO (measured at a smooth 11 pounds) 
with a spurless hammer not capable of being cocked for 
single-action shooting. I am able to maintain a strong grip 
on the gun with these stocks should someone be trying to 
physically separate me from it though I do not shoot any 
better (or worse) with these stocks than those from the 
factory. This one has a full-power mainspring, something 
I insist upon in any handgun intended for the serious 
business of self-protection. It is perennially loaded with 
Remington 158-gr. LHP +P.

Like all revolvers, bullet shape does not constitute 
potential reliability issues. Any of these rounds can be 
used in the Model 64 snub. Left to Right: handloaded 158-
gr. LSWC, Speer 135-gr. Gold Dot +P, Remington 158-gr. 
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LHP +P, Winchester 148-gr. WC target load, Georgia Arms 
125-gr. LFP, and Corbon 110-gr. DPX +P. It has been my 
experience that the S&W fixed sight .38 Special revolvers, 
regardless of barrel length, are factory sighted for 158-gr 
ammunition. Standard pressure 125-gr. loads strike a bit 
low for me beginning at about 12 yards or so. At closer 
ranges, it is my opinion that most loads’ points-of-impact 
will be close enough to their respective points-of-aim for 
most shooters, but time and again over the years, I have 
found the fixed sight Model 10’s and 64’s sights to be set 
for the traditional 158 grain weight bullet. (Whether that 
load is standard pressure or +P does not seem to make 
much difference.)

The S&W Model 64 snub has proven itself reliable, 
capable of a really smooth action without sacrificing 
spring strength and more mechanical accuracy than 
most shooters can ever extract from it…including me. 
It is large and heavy enough to be comfortable during 
extended shooting sessions with quick recoil-recovery 
with even the hottest .38 Special loads, but light enough 
to be comfortably carried all day or night if using a proper 
belt and holster. I can control its recoil satisfactorily using 
either hand should there be multiple targets or repeat 
shots required, something that I cannot always say with 
all magnum loads in K-Frame .357’s. Even though a snub, 
there is enough sight radius that surprisingly precise 
shooting can be done with it.

For me, this snub’s primary downside is its short 
ejector rod. Because it does not fully eject fired cases unless 
briskly depressed, case ejection is almost guaranteed to 
be a two-handed procedure. This is simply slower than 
with revolvers having longer ejector rods because they 
can be depressed with the thumb of one hand while the 
other hand is simultaneously retrieving a speed loader 
or ammunition strip. Is this downside enough to steer a 
person from the Model 64? That is a decision each of us 
has to make for ourselves. I believe that we are more likely 
to run out of time than ammunition, but that does not 
make it some sort of universal truth. Nor does it mean 
that other shooters feel comfortable with this concept.

To me, this snubnose is not too large but offers a 
“reassuring heft” that allows many shooters to control 
the gun nicely in rapid-fire using warmish defensive 
ammunition. In this caliber, many expanding bullet loads 
do so, but still meet the FBI protocols for effective bullet 
penetration.

Like other double-action revolvers, the Model 64’s 
springs are no more compressed when it is fully-loaded than 
when empty. I understand that the repeated compressing 
and relaxing of springs is what eventually weakens them, 

but have found the idea of “spring fatigue” or failure over 
the long term to be a pretty common concern among 
some gun owners. Others like the simplicity of a point-
and-pull double-action revolver but are just uneasy with a 
semiautomatic which might operate in the same manner! 
Whatever the reasons some have in opting for the revolver, 
I believe that the Model 64 snub very capable of quickly 
become a favorite.

My Model 64 snub is on constant “house duty” but 
has been lawfully carried concealed on more than one 
occasion and will be again. Like the Hi Power pistol, this 
handgun just has something very right about it, at least 
to me.

In my opinion, the Model 64 snub’s positive attributes 
substantially outshines its negatives. I greatly appreciate its 
handling qualities, reliability and demonstrated longevity. 
In fact, I am continually on the lookout for another! I 
think that they are that good.

Best.
Stephen A. Camp
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Retired “cop guns” still 
“serve and protect” AKA 

The .38 Special Story 
by C.E. “Ed” Harris, Gerrardstown, WV

This 1953, “pre-Model 12” S&W Airweight Military and Police still has its original aluminum cylinder.  WW2-era 158-grain 
steel jacketed loads generated pressures similar to modern +P.  After multiple reports of burst cylinders, the military adopted 
the lower-pressure 130-grain Ball M41 cartridge. However the M41 cartridge was an imperfect solution. Aluminum cylindered 
aircrew guns were deemed unsafe and almost all then in military use were recalled for destruction.  S&W offered retrofit of 
steel cylinders to aluminum cylinder M&P revolvers then in civilian police service.  When fitted with a steel cylinder, what 
became the Airweight Model 12 proved popular and successful. It remains viable today for everyday carry, as long as you stick 
to standard-pressure, not +P ammunition.

Condensed from The Fouling Shot Issue 262,
Published by The Cast Bullet Assn., Inc., reprinted with permission.
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From the post WW1-era until about 1980 the most 
widely used police handgun in the United States was a 
revolver chambered for the .38 Special. Introduced as a 
black powder cartridge in 1902, S&W simply lengthened 
the .38 Long Colt case from 1.03” to 1.155” to hold a 
heavier 21-grain vs. 18-grain black powder charge and 
increased its bullet weight from 148 to 158 grains. But, the 
most important improvements were optimizing the barrel 
and chamber dimensions to correctly guide and support 
an “inside lubricated” bullet of adequate diameter to 
fit the cylinder throats and the groove diameter of the 
barrel. S&W established these principles years earlier 
in perfecting the .44 Russian black powder and later .44 
S&W Special smokeless cartridges, which greatly improved 
target accuracy. 

Traditional .38 Special police service ammunition 
featured a 158-grain, lead round-nose, wax-lubricated, 
cup-based bullet of soft lead, propelled to 855 +/- 25 
fps as measured from a 6-inch solid industrial test barrel. 
Typical revolver velocity was about 700 fps from a 2” snub, 
800 fps in a 4” service gun, and about 840 fps in a 6” target 
revolver. Actual test results of vintage ammo depend upon 

manufacturing variations in barrel groove, cylinder throat 
diameter, and cylinder gap. 

[The expected Delta-V with standard-pressure lead .38 
Special ammunition is about 10 fps for each 0.001” change 
in barrel-cylinder gap from Mean Assembly Tolerance of 
0.005-0.006”. Therefore, a 2” gun assembled at minimum 
tolerance (0.002” pass/0.003” hold) could theoretically 
produce higher velocity than a 4” gun at the customer 
service maximum (0.008” pass/0.009” hold)- Ed.]. 

After WW1 black powder loadings were replaced 
by smokeless. Hatcher (1935) described typical factory 
charges of 3.6 grains Hercules Bullseye, 18 grains of King’s 
Semi-Smokeless or 4.2 grains of Infallible. Once smokeless 
powder loads were adopted, the .38 Special became and 
remained the standard for US law enforcement and target 
shooters, making the .38 Long Colt obsolete by 1920. 

The .38 Special is the most accurate revolver cartridge 
ever developed. Ten-shot groups fired from industrial 
test barrels or the best target revolvers are routinely 2” 
or less at 50 yards. Colt, Ruger and S&W police service 
revolvers were expected to produce groups of this order 
when firing common duty ammunition of average quality 
at 25 yards. Good revolvers often did much better with 
wadcutter loads. If you don’t currently own any handgun, 
but have been thinking about getting one, you really can’t 
go wrong with a sturdy .38 Special (or .357) retired “cop” 
gun. For this very reason the .38 Special still enjoys great 
popularity in US states where civilian concealed carry is 
permitted. 

“Mid-range” target 148-grain wadcutters are ideal for 
general use. They are accurate, give a good knockdown 
blow on small game, and don’t destroy much meat. They 
are a valid choice for personal or home defense carry in 
“airweight” or aluminum alloy-framed guns which cannot 
handle +P loads. 

“Full-charge” wadcutter ammunition, loaded to 
“service velocity” was produced by the big ammunition 
factories for police academy and in-service training use 
prior to about 1970. The equivalent can be assembled 
using cast, solid-based 146-148-grain wadcutters and 
3.5 grains of Bullseye or TiteGroup. Factory loads are 
available from Buffalo Bore.  

The ideal .38 Special general-purpose load for dual-
use in revolvers and cowboy rifles is a cast lead ogival 
flat-nose “Cowboy” bullet weighing 145 to 160 grains. 
This feeds reliably in lever actions, and is “speed-loader 
friendly” for revolver combat practice. Hard bullets are 
neither necessary nor desired. Soft lead of 8-10 BHN is 
best. Range backstop scrap or 50-50 plumber’s lead and 
wheel weights with a bit of tin added to improve fill-out 

The 158-grain lead, roundnosed .38 Special was the dominant 
police service load in the U.S. from about 1900 to 1970.



25

“Were it necessary for the average shooter to own and 
use but one revolver, it should be a .38 Special.”

J.S. Hatcher, Textbook of 
Pistols and Revolvers (1935)

This six-inch Colt Official Police made in 1929 typifies the 
typical pre-WW2 police service revolver.  Its fixed sights are 
correct for 158-grain loads, whereas 148-grain wadcutters 
group a bit low.
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Table 2. Standard Pressure .38 Special Load Data

   Ruger SP101, 2” Ruger Serv. Six, 4” Marlin 24”
   0.005” cyl. gap  0.005” cyl. gap  Solid barrel

Saeco #348 146 DEWC, wheel weights, OAL 1.25”
3.0 grs. Bullseye 691fps, 9 Sd  736 fps, 15 Sd  804 fps, 17 Sd
3.5 grs. Bullseye 792 fps, 9 Sd  863 fps, 7 Sd  1062 fps, 5 Sd
4.0 grs. W231  653 fps, 21 Sd  837 fps, 22 Sd  900 fps, 32 Sd
   
Saeco #358 160-grain “Cowboy” FN, wheel weights, OAL 1.45”
3.0 grs. Bullseye 650 fps, 26 Sd  825 fps, 18 Sd  884 fps, 7 Sd
3.5 grs. Bullseye 711 fps, 14 Sd  853 fps, 21 Sd  956 fps, 7 Sd
4.0 grs. Bullseye 809 fps, 13 Sd  901, fps, 12 Sd  1096 fps, 3 Sd
4.9 grs. AutoComp 725 fps, 10 Sd  850 fps, 15 Sd  1001 fps, 34 Sd

Accurate 36-190T Flat nose, 195 grains 1:30 alloy, OAL 1.53”
2.7 grs. Bullseye 595 fps, 29 Sd  685 fps, 28 Sd  789 fps, 12 Sd
3.0 grs. Bullseye 631 fps, 14 Sd  716 fps, 28 Sd  816 fps, 13 Sd
3.2 grs. Bullseye 662 fps, 7 Sd  737 fps, 11 Sd  865 fps, 24 Sd
4.5 grs. AutoComp 603 fps, 7 Sd  735 fps, 18 Sd  911 fps, 30 Sd

Table 1. .38 Special Factory Loads - Velocity vs. Barrel Length

    S&W MOD. 10, 2” S&W MOD. 10, 4” S&W HE, 6”  BSA Cadet, 25”
Rem-UMC 148 HBWC 702 fps, 12 Sd  747 fps, 6 Sd  804 fps, 7 Sd  897 fps, 17 Sd
WRA SM 148 HBWC  697 fps, 18 Sd  742 fps, 13 Sd  783 fps, 13 Sd  857 fps, 11 Sd
W-W Q4196 158 LRN  728 fps, 24 Sd  793 fps, 10 Sd  814 fps, 19 Sd  958 fps, 13 Sd
Rem-UMC 200 LRN  627 fps, 27 Sd  702 fps, 22 Sd  747 fps, 16 Sd  895 fps, 15 Sd
Win. 158-gr. LHP +P  831 fps, 10 Sd  920 fps, 21 Sd  952 fps, 11 Sd  1093 fps, 19 Sd
Mean    717 fps   781 fps   820 fps   940 fps
∆V from 4”   -64 fps   Baseline  +39 fps   +159 fps

is good. Frugal shooters value the fact that 3.5 grains of 
Bullseye or TiteGroup loads 2000 rounds from a pound 
of powder, to closely approximate factory ammunition. 

Standard-pressure .38 Special ammunition (SAAMI 
MAP 17,000 psi max.) is economical and practical for 
recreation, field and utility use. It does not make your 
hand sting or your ears ring. It is more accurate out to 50 
yards or meters from a revolver or 100 from a rifle, than 
anyone over age 50 can shoot with iron sights. A revolver 
dispersion of “one inch per ten” (yards) is considered 
acceptable for “service-grade” loads, but the best lots of 

158-grain lead round-nose or semi-wadcutters approach 
the grouping expected of match wadcutters. In .38 Special 
the velocity and pressure of standard 158-gr. lead factory 
ammo is matched by loading either 3.5 grains of Bullseye, 
4 grains of 231, 452AA, or WST or 4.5 grains of WSF, 
473AA, Universal, AutoComp, Unique or Herco.  

A flat-nosed .38 Special bullet with meplat 0.6 or more 
of bullet diameter is effective on groundhogs, wild turkey 
and larger edible critters raiding your garden, providing 
through-and-through penetration, with minimal meat 
damage so that you can “eat right up to the bullet hole!”
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Post-WW2 Rem-UMC headstamped 158-grain 
“Police Service” loads featured heavy knurled 
crimp intended to improve ballistic uniformity 
by promoting more efficient burning of the 
small powder charge.

S&W .38-44 Heavy Duty, a .38 Special built on the .44 Hand 
Ejector (N) frame was introduced in the 1930s to be suited 
for heavier loads needed to defeat “gangster” automobiles.  
This transitional model was produced in 1950 and retired 
from a rural Virginia police department.
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The Dynamic Equivalence 
of Water and Ordnance 
Gelatin to Human Soft 

Tissues
by Charles Schwartz

Editor’s note: We are honored to have the opportunity to publish the research of Charles Schwartz. Although this 
article may be a bit on the technical side for some readers, we hope you’ll be able to understand the importance of 
being able to estimate the performance of ammunition from your specific firearm. We welcome your feedback at 
snubgunstudygroup@protonmail.com.

The ability to confirm the terminal ballistic 
performance of one’s own self-defense ammunition is 
an especially valuable resource for those who rely upon 
firearms having shorter barrel lengths—especially snub-
nose revolvers—for personal defense. Typically, test barrels 
used by ammunition manufacturers and laboratories that 
are used to produce terminal ballistic test data for release 
to the public differ considerably in length from the barrels 
of handguns in common use by most people. This means 
that the terminal ballistic performance obtained from 
manufacturers’ test barrels, which is a direct function of 
velocity, will differ significantly from the actual terminal 
ballistic performance of handguns being used by most 
people. Of course, in order to conduct terminal ballistic 
testing, a valid test medium is required. Recent research has 
produced conclusive physical evidence supporting the use 
of water as a valid analog of 10% concentration ordnance 
gelatin, human skeletal muscle tissue, and porcine skeletal 
muscular tissue for use in terminal ballistic testing.

Predicated upon the dynamic equivalence of water 
to 10%-concentration ordnance gelatin test mediums and 

various human soft tissues, accurate mathematical formulæ 
exist for converting terminal ballistic test data obtained 
from terminal ballistic tests in water. Using water-test data, 
these mathematical formulæ, which are highly correlated to 
test data obtained in 10% concentration ordnance gelatin, 
accurately predict the maximum penetration depths and 
permanent wound tract volumes as they would occur in 
ordnance gelatin test mediums. When applied correctly, 
these mathematical formulæ can also be used to predict 
the terminal ballistic performance of bullets in human 
soft tissues. These mathematical formulæ are extremely 
valuable because they allow people, who might otherwise 
be unable to conduct rigorously-controlled terminal 
ballistic tests in ordnance gelatin, to evaluate and confirm 
for themselves the terminal ballistic performance of their 
self-defense ammunition as fired from their own firearms 
using water as a terminal ballistic test medium.

Two proven terminal ballistic test mediums 
(250-Bloom, Type-A, 10% concentration ordnance 
gelatin and water (H2O) at 4 °C, 10 °C, 20 °C, 25 °C, 30 
°C and 40 °C) were evaluated against three human soft 

mailto:snubgunstudygroup@protonmail.com
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Table 1. The respective internal sonic velocities, mass densities, and bulk moduli of water at 4 ºC, 10 ºC, 
20 ºC, 25 ºC, 30 ºC, 40 ºC, 10% ordnance gelatin at 4 °C and three human soft tissue profiles

Material   c (m·s-1) ρ (kg·m-3) K (N·m-2)

H2O @ 4 ºC   1,421.96 999.995 2.022 x 109

H2O @ 10 ºC   1,447.59 999.699 2.095 x 109

H2O @ 20 ºC   1,482.66 998.207 2.194 x 109

H2O @ 25 ºC   1,497.00 997.043 2.234 x 109

H2O @ 30 ºC   1,509.44 995.645 2.268 x 109

H2O @ 40 ºC   1,529.18 992.247 2.320 x 109

10% Ord. Gelatin @ 4 ºC 1,494  1,040  2.321 x 109

Adipose Tissue  1,450  950  1.997 x 109

Skeletal Muscle  1,547  1,050  2.513 x 109

Soft Tissues, Composite 1,561  1,043  2.542 x 109

tissue profiles at strain rates of  ≥1/10,000th of a second. 
All evaluated terminal ballistic test mediums behave 
hydro-dynamically under shock and exhibit linear shock 
Hugoniot EOS (equations-of-state) in the US - uP graphical 
plane, illustrated in Figure 1. Shock Hugoniot EOS are 
equations that express the velocity at which a shock wave 
which moves ahead of a projectile as it passes through 
a specific target medium. The visco-elastic behavior of 
10% concentration ordnance gelatin mimics the pressure 
effects of many human soft tissues and preserves the 
permanent wound tract. While terminal ballistic testing 
conducted in water mimics the pressure effects of human 
soft tissues upon the projectile, it does not preserve a 
permanent representation of the projectile’s permanent 
wound tract. Because of this, water testing requires the 
use of a mathematical model that is capable of translating 
terminal ballistic water test data into equivalent maximum 
projectile penetration depths and permanent wound tract 
volumes in 10% ordnance gelatin and human soft tissues.

An appropriate test medium must possess an internal 
sonic velocity (c), density (ρ), and bulk modulus (K) that 
is as close as possible to human soft tissues. Bulk modulus 
(K) is a measure of the test medium’s compressibility when 
subjected to pressure. The relationship of these physical 
properties to one another is expressed by the Newton-
Laplace formula, c2 = K ÷ ρ. Using shock Hugoniot EOS it 
is possible to show that these important physical properties 
for water, 10%-concentration ordnance gelatin, human 
adipose and skeletal muscle tissues, and three human soft 

tissue profiles are nearly identical to one another.
As shown in Table 1, there is relatively little variance 

among the Newton-LaPlace equation’s parameters of the 
two terminal ballistic test mediums and the three human 
soft tissue profiles. The dynamic equivalence of water 
and 10%-concentration ordnance gelatin test mediums 
to human soft tissues can also be confirmed by strongly 
correlated linear shock Hugoniot EOS for water, 10% 
concentration ordnance gelatin, adipose and skeletal 
muscular tissues and the composite profile of human soft 
tissues. Linear shock Hugoniot EOS take the form of—

US = c + SuP

—where the equation’s intercept value, c, is the 
temperature-dependent internal sonic velocity (in km· 
s-1), the equation’s slope, S, is a first-order derivative of 
the material’s bulk modulus (K) expressed in N·m-2, uP is 
particle velocity (in km·s-1) and US is the shock Hugoniot 
velocity (in km·s-1) of the wave front propagated 
through the medium ahead of the projectile. Nagayama 
proposes the following empirical shock Hugoniot EOS 
for 250-Bloom, Type-A, 10% concentration ordnance 
gelatin—

US = 1.520 + 2.00uP     (10% ordnance gelatin)

—which is in strong agreement with the shock 



30

Table 2. The respective expansion ratios of 9mm Luger Hornady XTP™ and Speer Gold Dot™ 
JHP projectiles fired into water and 10% concentration ordnance gelatin tissue simulants

Tissue Simulant   Impact Velocity (m·s-1) Expansion ratio
H2O @  4°C     319.1    0.47
10% Ordnance Gelatin @ 4°C  309.0    0.45
10% Ordnance Gelatin @ 4°C  328.8    0.55

Hugoniot EOS for 10% concentration ordnance gelatin 
and the three human soft tissue profiles confirming 
the dynamic equivalence of all five test mediums. Both 
water and 10% concentration ordnance gelatin are strong 
constitutive matches to the three human soft tissue 
profiles. The shock Hugoniot EOS for water exhibits 
strong thermal dependence for internal sonic velocity and 
for the first-order derivative of the water’s compressibility, 
S. The shock Hugoniot EOS of water over a broad range 
of temperatures and three human soft tissue profiles as 
compared to the shock Hugoniot EOS of the other test 
mediums are described as follows:

US = 1.42196 + 1.817uP (H2O @ 4 °C)

US = 1.44759 + 1.882uP (H2O @ 10 °C)

US = 1.48266 + 1.971uP (H2O @ 20 °C)

US = 1.49700 + 2.006uP (H2O @ 25 °C)

US = 1.50944 + 2.037uP (H2O @ 30 °C)

US = 1.52918 + 2.083uP (H2O @ 40 °C)

US = 1.494 + 1.975uP (10% ordnance gelatin @ 4 °C)

US = 1.450 + 1.701uP (Human Adipose Tissue)

US = 1.547 + 2.136uP (Human Skeletal Muscle)

US = 1.561 + 2.160uP (Human Soft Tissues, Composite)

As shown in Fig. 1, the intercept values and slopes 
of the linear shock Hugoniot EOS for all of the evaluated 
materials match one another very closely across typical 
ordnance velocities of ≤700 m·s-1. This property allows 
water being used as a terminal ballistic test medium to be 
“thermally tuned” to match the respective shock Hugoniot 

EOS of the specific soft tissue simulant or biological tissue 
being modeled, further assuring superior test accuracy and 
fidelity. In specific cases where it’s desirable to duplicate 
terminal ballistic performance in human soft tissues, water 
is a highly versatile terminal ballistic test medium. For 
human adipose and skeletal muscle tissues, the closest 
representative shock Hugoniot EOS are H2O @ 10 °C and 
H2O @ 40 °C. Where the closest possible reproduction of 
terminal ballistic behavior in 10% concentration ordnance 
gelatin is desired, the shock Hugoniot EOS of H2O @ 20 
°C practically duplicates the constitutive shock Hugoniot 
EOS of 10% ordnance gelatin @ 4 °C.

In an investigation into the terminal ballistic behavior 
of 9mm Luger Hornady XTP™ and Speer Gold Dot™ 
jacketed hollow point projectiles fired into water and 
ordnance gelatins of 5%, 10% and 20% concentrations, 
Bresson et al. confirm the equivalence of projectile 
expansion ratios in all four mediums. Similar projectile 
expansion ratios were reported for projectiles that were 
fired into water and 10% concentration ordnance gelatin 
at typical service caliber velocities of 310 – 330 m·s-1, as 
shown in Table 2.

Senior Firearms Criminologist for the San Diego 
Police Crime Laboratory, the late Eugene J. Wolberg, 
demonstrated conclusively that the terminal expansion of 
jacketed hollow point bullets fired into water matched 
closely with the terminal expansion observed in two 
swine soft tissue analogs, with slightly greater expansion 
occurring in the water test medium. Terminal expansion 
ratios and penetration depths of subsonic jacketed 
hollow point bullets fired into and recovered from 10% 
concentration ordnance gelatin were also shown to 
correlate highly with expansion ratios and penetration 
depths in human soft tissues recorded at autopsy of 28 
cases where the deceased had been shot by San Diego law 
enforcement officers with the Winchester 9mm 147-grain 
subsonic jacketed hollow point bullet.
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Fig. 1. Linear shock Hugoniot EOS of water at 10 °C, 20 °C, and 40 °C, 10% ordnance gelatin at 4 °C, and 
three human soft tissue profiles.
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To learn more about Quantitative Ammunition 
Selection and the research discussed in this article 
or to obtain a copy of the book, please visit 
www.quantitativeammunitionselection.com.
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Conclusion: Current research indicates that shock 
Hugoniot EOS can be used to confirm the dynamic 
equivalence of water and 10% concentration ordnance 
gelatin to human soft tissues. This development validates 
the use of terminal ballistic test data obtained in water 
to accurately predict maximum projectile penetration 
depths and wound cavity volumes as they would occur 
in ordnance gelatin test mediums and human soft 

tissues. Mathematical terminal ballistic models are an 
indispensable predictive instrument that allows the public 
to use terminal ballistic testing in water to accurately 
confirm the terminal ballistic performance of their own 
self-defense ammunition fired from their own handguns 
without undertaking the expense and rigor of laboratory 
testing. Directions for conducting water testing can be 
found in Quantitative Ammunition Selection.

http://www.quantitativeammunitionselection.com
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