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Here’s the big secret about modern 
self-defense ammunition:

It makes holes. 
That’s it. We’re not being flippant. It’s 

true. Self-defense handgun ammuni-
tion rarely works like in the movies. It 
doesn’t have the momentum to knock 
people off their feet. There’s really no 
such thing as “knockdown power,” at 
least in the literal and physical senses. 
In fact, if you remove the effects of fear, 
pain and all the rest, a handgun bullet 
has about the same pure knockdown 
power as a basketball thrown at some-
one at just 10 miles per hour. That’s the 
real physics. 

Handgun ammunition is ruled by the 
same physical laws of the universe 
as everything else, so according to 
Uncle Isaac Newton, if self-defense 
ammo were capable of launching your 
attacker through a wall or plate-glass 
window, then the equal and opposite 

reaction would send you in the other 
direction with just as much enthusi-
asm. We’ll get into more detail about 
the reasons behind that statement as 
we go through this guide. 

Few topics generate as much con-
tentious debate as modern self-de-
fense ammunition. In part, that’s 
because objectively measuring the 
fight-stopping performance of ammo 
depends on an impossibly large num-
ber of ever-changing variables. Every 
human body is different. Every person 
has different levels of will to fight, at-
tack and survive. Pain thresholds vary. 
Sometimes drugs or stimulants are in 
play. Even a bullet impact in the same 
area in two different situations can cre-
ate radically different results. Some-
times attackers give up at the sight of a 
defender drawing a gun. Other times, 
violent subjects have not stopped 
fighting after 10, 20 or even 30 direct 

hits from large-caliber handguns. 
Dr. Sydney Vail, a trauma surgeon, 

said, “I have seen a .22-caliber bullet 
completely incapacitate someone and 
a .45 ACP fail to achieve that result. 
People and animals shot with 10mm 
rounds and .357 SIG rounds have con-
tinued to run from the police. I have 
also seen people hit with 9mm, .40 
and .45 without so much as stagger-
ing or slowing their verbal or physical 
activities.”

The bottom line is that nothing is 
predictable — hence the importance 
of ongoing training and preparation. 
Having a good understanding of mod-
ern self-defense ammunition and what 
it’s supposed to do helps too. That’s 
what this guide is all about. 

INTRODUCTION
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Before we get into the details of dif-
ferent types of ammunition, how they 
differ and what they do, it’s important 
to understand the basic components 
of all modern commercial ammunition. 

There are four components to stan-
dard (e.g. 9mm, .380 ACP and .45 
ACP) centerfire cartridges. 

Let’s take a look at each component 
to define what it does.

PRIMER
The primer is what initiates the entire 

process of firing a bullet. The purpose 
of a primer is to convert mechanical 
energy into a chemical reaction. With 
centerfire ammunition, you can easily 
spot the primer on the base of the car-
tridge. It’s a round silver or sometimes 
brass-colored insert right in the center 
of the cartridge base. If you were to 
pull it out of a cartridge (don’t try that 
at home!), you’d see that it’s actually a 

small metal cup. The base of this cup 
is coated with a small amount of ex-
plosive compound, the name of which 
seems to contain most of the elements 
on the periodic chart, so we’ll avoid the 
specifics here. Over the priming com-
pound is an anvil. 

When the firing pin strikes the exte-
rior of the primer, the base of the cup 
is pressed against that internal anvil in 
the primer, crushing the primer com-
pound in between the two surfaces. 
This mechanical impact causes the 
primer compound to explode and gen-
erate a flame through a small hole that 
leads from the primer cup into the main 
area of the cartridge. This initial flame 
ignites the main propellant charge in-
side the cartridge.

CARTRIDGE CASE
The case is the backbone of a com-

plete cartridge. Along with the cham-

ber of the firearm, it’s responsible for 
containing the massive pressures gen-
erated when a cartridge ignites and 
fires. In centerfire handguns, it’s com-
mon that pressures range from about 
20,000 to 30,000 pounds per square 
inch. We’re talking about a lot of pres-
sure; the average car tire only contains 
32 pounds per square inch.

Most cases are made from brass 
(because that’s the way it’s always 
been done). But seriously, part of the 
reason for brass construction is the pli-
ability of the metal. When a cartridge is 
fired, the brass expands just a bit both 
lengthwise and outward against the 
walls of the chamber. This helps cre-
ate a tight seal, encouraging all that 
hot gas under pressure to go forward 
instead of backward and drive the bul-
let out of the muzzle. In a few micro-
seconds, the brass then contracts just 
a hair. This is a desirable feature be-

AMMUNITION COMPONENTS
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cause then the cases can be extracted 
from the chamber and ejected without 
the use of power tools. 

Not all cases are made of brass, so if 
you see ammunition that uses different 
case material like steel or even poly-
mer, that’s OK. There is, as they say, 
more than one way to skin a cat, and 
ammo manufacturers are always trying 
to find better ways to do things. 

Oh, one more thing: The case also 
happens to be the only part of the car-
tridge that is reusable, assuming it’s 
made of brass. The bullet is gone. The 
power gets all burned up. The primer 
gets dented, and that primer compound 
explodes itself into oblivion. So none of 
these components are reusable. 

PROPELLANT
I called this section “Propellant” 

because that’s the technically correct 
description of the powder that burns 

inside the case when you smash the 
primer. You might hear this substance 
called by other less formal names like 
“gun powder” or just “powder.” 

If you read cheesy and inaccurate 
crime novels, you might read about 
the smell of “cordite in the air.” That 
sounds cool in books, but if you want 
a fun trivia fact to impress your friends, 
cordite hasn’t been used for many de-
cades. But let’s get back to the point.

The propellant, or powder, isn’t at all 
like the gun powder of old pirate and 
cowboy movies that came in wooden 
casks and made big explosions in 
grand finale scenes. That old-school 
black powder, invented hundreds of 
years ago, was essentially explosive 
and somewhat unstable. It also made 
a big mess, leaving all sorts of resi-
due in gun barrels and creating huge 
clouds of white smoke with every shot. 
These undesirable attributes led to the 

development of what’s called “smoke-
less powder,” which is what virtually 
all modern handguns and rifles use 
— not counting black powder guns, 
of course. 

Modern smokeless powder is spe-
cially formulated to be safe, stable, 
long-lasting and clean. It doesn’t leave 
massive amounts of gun-jamming 
crud in the firearm, and, while a little 
bit of smoke is generated, it’s tame in 
comparison to black powder. 

Modern propellants are also not 
explosive. They may seem explosive 
because of the loud bang associated 
with firing a shot, but that’s a result of 
high-pressure air exiting the muzzle 
abruptly — not an explosion. Propel-
lants burn exceptionally fast, creating 
a large volume of expanding gas. The 
pressure caused by this gas tsunami 
forces the bullet through the bore and 
out the muzzle. 
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There are dozens of powder types 
available commercially for those who 
want to reload their own ammunition. 
Companies create powders with dif-
ferent burn rates using fancy chemical 
compounds, so there are optimized 
versions for a wide range of handgun 
and rifle calibers. Manufacturers will 
take things a step further, creating 
custom blends and treated powders to 
create certain desirable features such 
as low flash signature.

As a user, you don’t need to worry 
too much about all that, as the ammu-
nition you buy will have all that prede-
termined. All you need to worry about 
is storing cartridges, with their powder, 
in rational conditions: dry and not too 
hot. We’ll talk about that more later. 

PROJECTILE
“Projectile” is another one of those 

specific, nitpicky terms. A projectile 

is a bullet. While many loosely refer 
to cartridges as “bullets,” that’s not 
technically correct. A bullet is just 
the part of a cartridge the leaves the 
muzzle and flies downrange.

We’re going to talk a lot more 
about different types of bullets in the 
next section, so just know for now 
that bullets are made from a variety 
of materials. 

Most have a lead core wrapped in 
a copper jacket. This two-material 
approach provides the best of both 
worlds. Lead is dense and therefore 
heavy for its size. However, it’s soft and 
can melt easily, and that can cause 
it to leave all sorts of lead residue in 
barrels. At faster velocities, the harder 
copper jacket protects the lead core 
from all that heat and chaos while it 
travels down the barrel. By using both 
materials, you get a heavy bullet that 
doesn’t make a gooey mess.

For guns that shoot at lower veloc-
ities — handguns and some types of 
classic rifles — all-lead bullets are 
just fine. At those lower pressure 
levels, the lead is strong enough to 
stay intact. In fact, lead bullets can 
be exceptionally accurate under the 
right conditions. 

Some bullets are made from solid 
copper. Ammo makers can get them 
to perform to different specifications 

by using this type of material, and 
not having to deal with potential-
ly toxic lead is desirable to many. 

You will also encounter projec-
tiles made from more-exotic ma-
terials. Some are made from com-

pressed metal dust. While they feel 
hard, they are made this way to frag-
ment on impact. We’ll talk about that 
later. At least one company is making 
bullets from a combination of poly-
mer and copper dust. That allows the 
manufacturer to injection-mold the 
bullets, a whole new technique that 
just might revolutionize bullet con-
struction as we know it. 

A NOTE ON RIMFIRE AMMUNITION
Rimfire ammunition is any cartridge 

that doesn’t have a removable prim-
er. Common examples include .22 
Long Rifle, .22 WMR and .17 HMR. 

All of the components we just dis-
cussed are still there but are in a 
different packaging. Since there is 
no separate primer, the priming com-
pound is placed inside the cartridge 
rim of the case. The firing pin of a 
rimfire gun doesn’t strike the center 
of the cartridge base; it strikes the 
outside edge, where the priming 
compound is. So, to be nitpicky, a 
rimfire cartridge has only three com-
ponents: the case, the propellant and 
the projectile. The primer is actually 
integral to the case. 

Since there is no separate primer, 
the cases of rimfire ammunition are 
not reloadable in a practical sense. 
It’s possible, but not easy. 
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In the previous section, we talked 
about the technical aspects of how 
ammo is made, along with its compo-
nents and materials. That’s good to 
know, in part because you can avoid 
using the wrong terminology, thus 
keeping some self-righteous range 
geek from mocking you. Seriously, 
though: If you choose to own and 
shoot a firearm, attention to detail  
is important. 

In this section, we’ll move on to the 
design goals of ammunition. We’ll talk 
about different types of ammunition 
that are intended to do different things 
in different ways. This will come in 
handy, as it’s a big part of what you’ll 
need to know in order to make in-
formed buying decisions.

Some of what we’ll discuss might 
apply outside of defensive gun use, 
but we’ll do our best to stick to what’s 
relevant. 

FULL METAL JACKET (FMJ)
Full metal jacket ammunition is de-

signed to do one thing and one thing 
only: 

Fly straight. Seriously, that’s it. 
We’ll assume that going “bang” al-

most every time is a given. While there 
are always nitpicky exceptions, such 
as military full metal jacket ammunition 
intended to pierce armor and break 
things, the civilian version is used for 
competition, practice and plinking.

Full metal jacket ammunition isn’t 
designed to do anything special when 
it hits an organic or inorganic object. It 
just keeps going until it runs out of gas 
or something stops it. Most full met-
al jackets consist of a copper jacket 
(hence the name) filled with lead. Most 
full metal jacket handgun ammunition 
has a rounded nose, but you’ll also see 
it with flatter fronts in some cartridges 
such as .40 S&W.

So what do you need to know about 
full metal jacket ammunition?

1. It’s designed for practice and 
similar activities. It’s not designed for 
self-defense. Since it’s not intended to 
do anything special when it hits a tar-
get, it’s going to simply make a hole. 
Not only that, since it’s not designed 
to expand and slow down, it tends 
to keep going after it makes holes in 
things. Make no mistake: It’s plenty 
lethal; it’s just not optimized to stop 
an attacker from attacking. I do a lot 
of testing in a 16-inch-deep ballistic 
gelatin block and nearly every self-de-
fense bullet I try stops somewhere in 
the block. On the other hand, nearly 
every full metal jacket bullet goes right 
on through and keeps cooking along 
downrange. In a self-defense situation, 
you don’t want that to happen because 
you don’t want to hit anything behind 
your target.

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT AMMO TYPES?
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2. It’s significantly less expensive 
than self-defense ammunition. Since 
it’s designed only to go bang and fly 
straight, it’s much less expensive to 
manufacture and it costs less to buy. 

3. When you are practicing, plinking 
or even competing, full metal jacket (or 
something functionally equivalent) is 
what you want to use.

HOLLOW-POINT
Hollow-point ammunition has got-

ten a bad rap from ignorant sources. 
I don’t use the term “ignorant” mali-
ciously but rather in the classic sense, 
meaning uninformed. While you’ll still 
see references to “dum dum” bullets 
and other alleged “super-dangerous” 
ammunition, the reality is frequently 
the opposite. Hold that thought for a 
hot second; we’ll come back to it. 

All handgun bullets make holes. 
That’s it. Handguns don’t generate 

enough velocity to do what rifles can 
do with velocity alone. 

Let’s take a quick diversion. If you 
read things like Popular Science as 
a kid, you might recall articles about 
rail guns and other high-tech military 
experiments. In theory, a super-veloc-
ity magnetic rail gun might be able to 
propel a tiny, lightweight object fast 
enough to cause great damage. Also, 
in theory, if you could launch a feath-
er at warp speed, it could level a city 
block or maybe even a county. 

In the real world, we can’t do stuff 
like that, especially with handguns and 
their velocity limitations of 1,000 feet 
per second (give or take a few hun-
dred in either direction). As a result, 
they make holes. They don’t have the 
speed to create indirect wounds from 
hydrostatic shock and such. That’s re-
served for rifles that launch projectiles 
at double or triple the velocity.

Now, back to the point. Since hand-
gun bullets make holes, designers 
have figured out ways to get the most 
impact from them on organic targets. 
Hollow-point bullets are designed with 
a cavity in the leading edge. The idea 
is that as the bullet hits a wet organ-
ic target, the fluid will push outward 
on that cavity and cause the bullet to 
mushroom into a larg-
er-diameter shape. 
Manufacturers do all 
sorts of clever things 
to encourage this 
action, such as 
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scoring the lead core and copper 
jacket. The goal is for a bullet to ex-
pand quickly enough to do its job but 
not so quickly that the bullet will slow 
down and not penetrate the target to 
a vital depth. 

One of the challenges of hol-
low-point-bullet design is that things 
such as clothing and barrier materi-
als can clog up the cavity and negate 
the effect of fluid-encouraged expan-
sion. Some makers overcome this by 
scoring techniques while others use 
polymer plugs in the core that initiate 
the expansion when the bullet strikes 
a target. 

Here’s the catch, though: Design of 
a hollow-point bullet is very specific to 
the caliber and intended type of fire-
arm used to launch it. The bullet must 
penetrate deeply enough to cause 
damage. It’s also desirable for it to 
expand properly so as to maximize 
its relatively limited effect — at least 
compared to a rifle. These two oppos-
ing factors create quite the design 
challenge for bullet manufacturers 
and is one of the reasons that self-de-
fense ammo is so much more expen-
sive than full metal jacket ammunition. 

Now, back to the undeserved rep-
utation of “super lethal hollow-point 
ammunition.” Self-defense ammuni-
tion has one goal, and that is to stop 
an attack as quickly as possible. It’s 
not to kill or maim or anything else. 
When defending yourself from an 
attack, all that matters is stopping 
that attacker right away, and there-
in lies the key: time. Any ammo will 
eventually stop an attacker, but that 
may not happen quickly enough to 
save your bacon. As an illustration, 
if you used full metal jacket ammuni-
tion, you’re generally going to have 
to create more (but smaller) holes in 
your attacker before he or she stops. 
More holes equate to more bleeding, 
which translates to higher lethality. 
On the other hand, a hollow-point, by 
nature of its larger diameter, is more 
likely to inflict fight-stopping damage 

in fewer shots. That’s why, statistical-
ly, hollow-point ammunition isn’t nec-
essarily more lethal than full metal 
jacket. In fact, much evidence points 
in the opposite direction. 

There’s a reason that virtually every 
law enforcement officer in the coun-
try carries hollow-point ammunition of 
some sort in his or her duty gun. It’s 
more effective at stopping violence 
quickly while helping to mitigate the 
risk of pass-through or ricochets.

FULL METAL JACKET EXPANDING
Some states (are you listening, 

New Jersey?) continue to operate 
under the belief that hollow-point 
ammunition is dangerous and evil. 
As I write this, hollow-point ammuni-
tion is banned in the state, so innova-
tive bullet designers have come up 
with an alternate approach for legally 
armed citizens and law enforcement 
officers. Called expanding full metal 
jacket ammunition, or EFMJ, there’s 
no hollow cavity. Hence the bullet 
can’t be classified as a hollow-point.

There’s another reason to consid-
er this type of ammunition. Some 
guns, primarily older designs, were 
never intended to shoot hollow-point 
ammunition; they were designed to 
feed smooth round-nosed bullets. 
Those sharp-edged hollow-point 
bullets can get hung up when feed-
ing, and the result is an unreliable 
handgun-and-ammo combination. 
Since a self-defense gun needs to 
go bang every time you ask it to, a 
new approach is in order. 

Here’s how it works: The bullet, 
like Federal Guard Dog, for exam-
ple, has a relatively soft jacket sur-
rounding a lead core topped with 
a soft polymer material. The case 
completely covers the lead and 
polymer but is scored on the inside 
to facilitate mashing when it strikes 
a target. When the EFMJ bullet hits 
something, it accordions, and the 
leading edge is compressed toward 
the base. This causes the jacket 

and polymer insert to expand out-
ward because there is nowhere else 
for the material to go. The result is 
functionally similar to that of a hol-
low-point: a projectile that ends up 
wider than when it started. From 
the exterior, an expanding full met-
al jacket hollow-point looks like any 
other full metal jacket projectile.

FRANGIBLE
Frangible bullets are designed 

to fragment or, in a sense, blow up 
when they hit a target. There are two 
high-level purposes for frangible am-
munition. Let’s take a look at each.

TRAINING
Frangible training ammunition is 

designed to self-destruct when it hits 
a hard target such as a steel plate 
or other hard surface. Why? Safety! 
Whether you’re training, competing 
or just plinking, shooting hard tar-
gets is fun and satisfying — not to 
mention maintenance-free. That sat-
isfying “gong” (or its absence) tells 
you when you hit (or miss). Addition-
ally, you don’t have to go downrange 
all the time to change paper targets 
and see your hits. When shooting 
traditional ammunition, fragments of 
lead and copper jacket will bounce 
right back toward the shooter, so 
there are minimum safe distances 
that must be maintained between 
you and your target. 

Motivated concealed carriers and 
law enforcement or military types 
benefit from this too. When per-
forming exercises in close quarters, 
splash-back of bullet fragments is a 
real safety concern, as are bullets 
passing through walls and leaving 
the safe training environment. Fran-
gible ammunition helps to increase 
safety for all participants by minimiz-
ing unpredictable flying shrapnel. 

SELF-DEFENSE
There are other types of frangible 

ammunition designed for self-de-
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fense. They’re intended to fragment 
when they hit a soft target. Some 
types are designed, in theory, to be 
able to pass through a hard target 
such as heavy clothing, a windshield 
or a wall, but they fragment dramati-
cally when they hit fluid resistance. 

On paper, these exotic ammunition 
types sound good, but as a respon-
sibly armed citizen, it’s up to you to 
carefully research the marketing 
claims before making a choice. In my 
opinion, I would rather stick with the 
tried-and-true hollow-point or EFMJ 
design. If I had to defend my actions 
in court, it would be nice to point to 
the bailiff and say something like, “I 
used ammunition exactly like the type 
that officer has in his gun right now.”

FRAGMENTING
There’s always a compromise, 

right? Fragmenting ammunition is 

somewhere between hollow-point 
and frangible ammunition. It’s de-
signed not to shatter but to break into 
several pieces when it hits a target, 
thereby sending fragments along dif-
ferent wound tracks within that target. 

Again, on paper, this is an interest-
ing concept, and from what I’ve seen, it 
generally works as advertised. The only 
downside is that it’s not mainstream at 
this point. There are a number of ven-
dors on the market with competing 
designs, but I’m not aware of any law 
enforcement organizations that have 
moved to this type of projectile. 

ARX-TYPE
There’s a new kid on the block with 

a whole new approach to self-de-
fense ammunition. The folks at In-
ceptor Ammunition, formerly Poly-
case, have designed a bullet called 
the ARX. Earlier we referenced a 

bullet made from a blend of polymer 
and powdered copper, and this is 
it. Since the ARX is molded, it can 
easily be fabricated into any shape 
desired. 

The ARX looks like a cross be-
tween a drill bit and a round-nosed 
bullet. The deeply grooved cutouts 
operate a bit like a propeller or fan 
blade. Since the bullet is spinning 
fast and self-defense targets are 
largely made of fluid, the idea is that 
the spinning grooves will displace 
water rapidly and violently outward. 
It’s an entirely different approach to 
getting more effectiveness out of a 
handgun projectile. 

At this time, some law enforcement 
agents are using the Inceptor ARX, 
but there’s still not an abundance of 
empirical evidence of what’s com-
monly referred to as “street results.”
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If you’re new to shooting, you may 
have noticed that the whole system 
of cartridge and caliber identification 
is arcane and presumably designed 
only to confuse. .38 Special bullets 
are really .357 caliber. .357 Magnum 
bullets are also .357 caliber. .223 
Remington rifle bullets are .224 cal-
iber, and the list goes on. 

What that means is you have to 
be careful about the ammo you pur-
chase for your gun. There are numer-

ous examples of when it’s too easy to 
get the wrong stuff. In the best case, 
it simply won’t fit. In the worst case, 
it’s dangerous. 

Let’s take a look at two major differ-
entiating factors: caliber and power 
level.

CALIBER AND MISLEADING CALIBERS
The first priority is to get the cor-

rect cartridge for which your gun 
was designed. To illustrate that point, 

allow me to share a story from one of 
my concealed carry classes. 

After moving to South Carolina 
from Florida, I had to go through the 
mandatory state training. At the time, 
my carry gun was a Glock 32, a pis-
tol chambered in the slightly unusu-
al .357 SIG cartridge. It looks a bit 
like a .40 S&W with a necked-down 
mouth to hold a 9mm bullet. Anoth-
er student in the class, brand new to 
guns and shooting, showed up with 

HOW DO YOU 
KNOW WHAT 
AMMO TO BUY 
FOR YOUR GUN?
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a revolver and a box of .357 ammo. 
The problem was that he knew he 
had bought a .357 Magnum revolver, 
so he went to the local gun store and 
asked for a “box of .357.” The clerk 
handed him a box of .357 SIG ammo 
— an entirely different and complete-
ly incompatible cartridge. I bought 
the ammo from him on the spot, and 
we had a quick laugh, but the point 
remains that in some cases, it’s far 
too easy to mismatch gun and am-
munition. Such .32-caliber revolvers 
are a classic example of this ammu-
nition “gotcha.” 

Fortunately, there’s an easy way 
to identify exactly what your gun 
expects. Just look for a stamp 
on the barrel (this is typical of all 
modern firearms). Virtually every 
modern gun should have the exact 
cartridge notation stamped into the 
steel of its barrel. 

When it comes to guns and ammo, 
you can never pay too much attention 
to detail. Remember, we’re talking 
about a conflagration taking place 
in your hand that generates tens of 
thousands of pounds per square 
inch of pressure. While it’s getting 
harder and harder to find combi-
nations of modern guns and ammo 
that are incompatible yet “fit,” it can 
still happen. Stop, take a breath and 
make absolutely sure that you’re 
buying the exact type of ammo for 
which your gun was manufactured. 

+P AMMO
There’s a second dimension to 

ammo and gun compatibility: power 
or, more technically speaking, pres-
sure.

You’ll see some ammo marked 
as +P and some as +P+. With-
out going into gory detail, +P and 

+P+ ammo cartridges are loaded 
to higher pressures than standard 
ammunition. The goal is higher ve-
locity and more kinetic energy on 
target. These cartridges are still 
within published guidelines; they 
just exist at the very top end of the 
acceptable pressure spectrum. 

If you have a burning desire to use 
+P ammunition, it’s critical to check 
with your gun’s manufacturer to 
make sure your gun is rated for that 
ammo type. The increased pressure 
creates a more violent recoil action 
and can cause significant wear and 
tear on a gun not designed accord-
ingly. Most manufacturers will clearly 
specify in the owner’s manual if you 
should not use +P ammunition. Re-
member, attention to detail is literal-
ly a matter of life and death when it 
comes to guns and ammo, so read 
those instructions carefully.  
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What’s the best brand of self-de-
fense ammo? Now there’s a question 
sure to start a riot. Before I offer up a 
few suggestions, some explaining is 
in order. 

Like cars and rock bands, every 
member in a brand family doesn’t al-
ways measure up to the same stan-
dard. A Ford model ABC might be 
great, while the Ford XYZ might be a 
complete lemon. While I love the Roll-
ing Stones, there are a couple of al-
bums I could do without. It’s the same 
with self-defense ammo.

There are nearly infinite variables 
for the final, measurable performance 
of any given combination of gun, 
load and cartridge. So, as with cars 
and bands, it’s hard to make a blan-
ket statement such as, “Carry Blaster 
Ammo is the best!” It may be that their 
9mm load performs great out of com-
pact pistols, while their .380 offering 

never expands or penetrates proper-
ly. It’s kind of like saying “Donuts are 
good!” when some make your mouth 
water and others taste like cardboard. 

As a result, the right answer to the 
“Which ammo is best?” question is 
to frame that question in more detail. 
Which 9mm ammunition types perform 
the best in a compact pistol with a 3.5-
inch barrel? The answer may be en-
tirely different than which 9mm ammo 
performs best through a pistol with a 
5-inch barrel.

With all these disclaimers stated, 
there are some brands that perform 
pretty well across the board. In the in-
terest of sharing, I’ll name a few that 
have worked well across a wide va-
riety of caliber and gun types in my 
testing over the years. Don’t be insult-
ed if your chosen ammo isn’t named; 
there are far too many good choices 
to itemize here.

SIG SAUER V-CROWN
SIG Sauer got into the ammunition 

business a number of years ago, and 
from day one they proved to be among 
the most finicky ammo designers and 
testers I’ve met. I’ve toured the factory 
twice over the years and gotten an up-
close look at the design process. 

Simply put, the company designs 
to the FBI’s ammunition-testing stan-
dards. This rigid protocol requires 
bullets to perform to very specific 
parameters in a wide variety of tests. 
Bullet expansion and penetration 
must meet stringent requirements af-
ter passing through barriers such as 
heavy fabric, wood, sheet metal and 
automotive glass. 

The V-Crown uses a proprietary bul-
let design that features a two-stage 
hollow-point. The internal construction 
and scoring foster quick initial expan-
sion but limit the speed to achieve 

WHAT BRANDS ARE BEST?
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proper penetration. Because of the 
finicky production culture, velocity is 
ultra-consistent, so accuracy is out-
standing too. 

I’ve tested V-Crown handgun ammo 
in virtually every loading, always 
through heavy fabric before entering 
ballistic gelatin blocks, and it rarely 
fails to perform. Even the challenging 
calibers like .380 ACP and 230-grain 
.45 ACP bullets do well consistently. 

FEDERAL HST
While Federal has been around for-

ever (and their Hydra-Shok defensive 
ammo for nearly as long), the newest 
HST family is relatively young.

Also a traditional hollow-point de-
sign, HST is another family that per-
forms consistently well across a variety 
of calibers. There are no aids — such 
as polymer plugs — to make it work; 
it’s just a well-executed design. 

I’ve also found that HST is exception-
ally accurate. From a quality handgun, 
there’s no reason that most offerings 
won’t shoot 2-inch groups at 25 yards. 

SPEER GOLD DOT
Speer Gold Dots aren’t new either, 

but they’re still a leading contender in 
the self-defense ammunition market. 
In fact, the FBI has standardized on 
the newest Speer Gold Dot offering 
for its 9mm needs. Gold Dots look like 
traditional jacketed hollow-points, but 

they’re a little different. Normal jack-
eted hollow-point bullets are made 
by stuffing a lead core into a harder 
copper jacket. OK, so that’s a bit of 
an oversimplification, but the point re-
mains that you’re dealing with two ma-
terials — lead and copper — jammed 
together by mechanical force. One 
potential downfall of jacketed hol-
low-point ammo is that the lead core 
and exterior jacket may come apart 
when the bullet encounters a tough 
substance — a glass barrier or bone, 
for instance. If the bullet comes apart, 
there’s less mass moving forward, and 
penetration depth will suffer. 

The Gold Dots use a “plating” ap-
proach (for lack of a better word). The 
“jacket” is electrochemically bonded 
to the lead core, which makes the bul-
let more like one solid unit. As such, 
the materials tend to stay together 
no matter what. Perhaps as a result 
of this construction approach, Gold 
Dots are notoriously reliable when it 
comes to expansion. 

BARNES TAC-XPD
The Barnes TAC-XPD is an example 

of a solid-copper hollow-point bullet. 
There’s no lead core, as the entire pro-
jectile is made of copper. As a result, 
the TAC-XPD shares one key benefit 
with bonded bullets such as the Speer 
Gold Dot: It will very rarely come apart 
on impact. 

The bullet shape is a typical hol-
low-point with one glaring exception: 
The hollow-point cavity is epic. It’s so 
large that you might be tempted to 
eat your morning Wheaties out of it. 
Through the magic of giant cavities 
and construction secrets, these bullets 
are also excellent expanders. I’ve test-
ed them through all sorts of barriers, 
and they rarely disappoint. 

Due to the all-copper construction, 
TAC-XPDs are light for their caliber. 
Copper is far less dense than lead, 
so a Barnes TAC-XPD .45 ACP bullet, 
for example, weighs just 160 grains 
(rather than the normal 185 to 230 for a 
traditional .45). The result is higher ve-
locity — and that contributes to more 
reliable expansion. 

OTHERS
In the interest of brevity, I only list-

ed a few brands here. If yours isn’t on 
the list, don’t panic. The good news is 
that there are dozens of reliable and 
reputable ammo brands and styles on 
the market. 

Here’s the most important takeaway: 
When it comes to self-defense ammo, 
you’re almost always going to get what 
you pay for. As with a quality holster, 
the ammo you keep in your gun for 
self-defense isn’t a budgetary area in 
which you want to cut corners. Self-de-
fense ammo usually costs a buck or 
more per round, but it’s worth it. 
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I’m going to have to begin this sec-
tion with a disclaimer. While there 
are any number of ways to buy am-
munition, you might have to do a 
quick rules check in your state. In the 
current environment, new local and 
state gun laws are being enacted at 
a frantic rate. Some states are calling 
for new or revised age requirements. 
Others are implementing background 
checks on every ammunition pur-
chase. So while we’re going to out-
line the various ways most people 
can buy ammunition, it’s possible that 
some may not apply to you. 

LOCAL GUN STORE
Support your local gun store! 
Your local firearms retailer is a great 

source of valuable information and 
education. In most cases, your local 
store will be staffed by enthusiastic 
and knowledgeable fellow shooters. If 
this whole “guns and shooting” thing is 
new to you, it’s a great place to learn.

Knowledge isn’t free, so you’ll have 
to either invest your hours researching 
or pay for it. Buying from your local gun 
shop is a win-win. It doesn’t run the vol-
ume of a giant big-box retailer, so its 
prices will have to be a little higher, but 
that’s your payment in return for “free” 
education. Just remember, knowledge 

and expertise are there for the taking, 
but it’s considerate to “pay it back” by 
shopping in the store. Hey, it’s probably 
where you’re buying your gun, so why 
not? Another benefit of your local shop 
is that it will stock a great selection of 
premium self-defense ammunition that 
you’ll never find at Wally World. 

ONLINE
Many people don’t realize that 

you can legally buy ammunition on-
line and have it delivered straight to 
your front door. Yes, this is America. 
There are, however, a few caveats. 
Some states frown on this, so if you 
live in one of those, you’ll find out soon 
enough when you try to order from an 
online retailer.

If you’re an experienced shooter, 
then online shopping may be a win 
for you. If you don’t need expert ad-
vice, you could probably benefit from 
a near-infinite product selection. Since 
an online retailer is selling to the entire 
country from one place, it can afford 
the economics of stocking lots of pretty 
much everything. In fact, if you shoot 
a rare cartridge, online shopping may 
be your only option. 

Prices are generally aggressive, but 
you’ll have to account for shipping, so 
that can make a slight dent in your the-

oretical savings. Oh, and until drone 
delivery is pervasive, you’ll need to 
plan ahead of your needs by a couple 
of days. 

BIG-BOX CHAIN
We saved this one for last because 

it needs your business the least. Be-
sides, many big-box stores tend to 
flip-flop on their gun and ammunition 
policies with every shift of the political 
wind. While Wally World might be hap-
py to sell you ammunition one day, it 
might consider you, a law-abiding gun 
owner, to be the devil incarnate the 
next.

However, in the interest of choice, 
just know that many big-box retailers 
and sporting-goods chains offer a 
wide array of ammunition. The big up-
side for you is price and convenience. 
If you need a box of .38 Special on 
your way to the range, it’s an easy and 
affordable solution.

On the other hand, while big-box 
retailers offer lots of ammo at com-
paritively low prices, you’ll generally 
find more practice-type ammo than 
high-quality self-defense ammo. In 
fact, it’s entirely possible that you won’t 
find any of the loads we listed in the 
previous section, so be advised.

 

WHERE CAN I BUY AMMO?

DEFENSIVE AMMO GUIDE
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Ammo is surprisingly safe and easily 
stored. Remember earlier when I talk-
ed about the advantages of modern 
smokeless powder? One of those ben-
efits was stability. Another was that it’s 
not technically an explosive but rather 
a simple combustible. 

With that said, you should always 
store ammunition in approved and safe 
containers. Remember that primer 
component, the part that’s supposed 
to explode when impacted? Factory 
boxes keep each round segregated 
for just that reason. If you threw a pile 
of centerfire ammunition into a bucket 
for storage, it’s possible (though ex-
tremely unlikely) that one round might 
impact the primer of another, causing 
ignition. Keep your ammunition in fac-
tory containers or use purpose-built 
ammo containers that segregate each 
round. One exception to this rule is for 
rimfire ammunition. Since it’s less sen-
sitive to impact, even manufacturers 
often package it in bulk.

This brings up another good point: 
Not to minimize the need for safe stor-
age procedures, but modern ammuni-
tion is relatively safe even in a worst-
case scenario. Remember, modern 
propellant generates pressure by 
burning rather than exploding. While 
some of this pressure is contained by 

the cartridge case, most of the work is 
done by the chamber and barrel of the 
firearm. If you set off a round of ammu-
nition outside a firearm chamber, there 
is nothing to contain the pressure, so it 
can’t be directed behind the flight path 
of the bullet. In other words, if you fire 
an uncontained cartridge, the bullet 
won’t shoot in the traditional way. It’ll 
burn and pop, and fragments of case 
and projectile might fly in random di-
rections for a short distance. That’s 
about it. 

The National Shooting Sports Foun-
dation produced an educational video 
for firefighters some time ago. It placed 
tens of thousands of rounds of ammu-
nition on a pallet in a semi-trailer and 
set it on fire under carefully controlled 
conditions. The result was a surpris-
ingly tame reaction of those cartridges 
to the fire, and firefighters were able 
to safely get within yards to fight the 
blaze. Without containment, there was 
no pressure, and without pressure, 
there was no “gunfire.”

So what’s the takeaway? Don’t set 
ammo on fire; that’s still dangerous. 
Rather, store it in an open and cli-
mate-controlled area. If you live in 
a moderate temperate zone where 
you don’t experience high tempera-
tures, then a garage might be fine. 

In southern climates, be sure to keep 
your ammo in cooler areas (e.g. in 
the house). Just because it doesn’t 
“fire” when ignited outside of a gun 
doesn’t mean you should tempt fate. 
Most importantly, it’ll last longer at 
moderate temperatures.

Also, be aware of humidity. A base-
ment or garage might be subject to 
excessive moisture. While modern 
ammunition is resistant to exterior 
dampness, you’ll subject your ammo 
to corrosion and even failure should 
moisture get inside the case. 

Finally, be aware of cleaners and 
solvents around your ammunition. 
When you clean your gun, be sure to 
remove all the ammunition and move 
it far away before starting. Obvious-
ly, this is a safety procedure first and 
foremost. Solvents are designed to 
seep into nooks and crannies to work 
the gunk and crud loose, and you 
don’t want something like that going 
to work on your ammo. Solvents and 
oils can make your ammo completely 
inoperable. Worse, exposure can re-
duce the intensity of the powder burn 
and cause a low-pressure shot, leav-
ing the bullet stuck in the barrel. You 
don’t want to be pressing the trigger 
again in that situation!

PROPER AMMUNITION STORAGE
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Ammunition shelf life is all about 
storage conditions. If you store ammu-
nition properly, in a dry and tempera-
ture-controlled environment, it will last 
many decades. I still shoot pre-World 
War II ammo in some of my surplus 
rifles on a regular basis, but only be-
cause it’s been stored properly. 

Storage continuity knowledge is 
important. If you buy ammo, you can 
vouch for its storage conditions since 
the time you bought it, so that’s not 
generally a concern. If you buy sur-
plus or previously owned ammunition, 
it’s important to know its history. That 
surplus ammo I shoot was stored by 
the military and later in the warehous-
es of the Civilian Marksmanship Pro-
gram, so I’m confident that it’s been 
cared for. If you buy old or surplus 
ammo at a gun show, you really don’t 
know where that ammo has been or 
the care it’s received. 

So how do you know if ammo is safe 
to use? The first step is a careful visu-
al inspection. Look for discoloration 
of the cases and bullets. That may 
be a sign of moisture exposure. Also 
look for obvious defects in the cases. 
Should you ever see cracks, dents or 
any other indication of metal fatigue or 
abuse, dispose of that ammo!

If you ever have reason to question 
the condition of any ammunition, don’t 
try to shoot it under any circumstance. 
Trying to fire bad ammo can result in 
injury or death (though that’s hardly a 
standard legal disclaimer). Remem-
ber, you’re dealing with tens of thou-
sands of pounds per square inch of 
burning hot gas just a foot or so from 
your face. At a minimum, a catastroph-
ic failure will probably result in a hand 
injury. At worst, blindness or death can 
result. Don’t mess around with sketchy 
ammo. It’s just not worth the risk. 

If you do have bad ammo, it’s easy 
to safely dispose of it. Don’t throw it 
in your trash; you’ll just be endanger-
ing your local sanitation workers and 
contaminating the landfill. Getting rid 
of it is usually as easy as calling your 
local police department. One of the 
things that local SWAT team and Bomb 
Squad members do is train in prac-
tice scenarios, and old ammo makes 
a great thing for them to blow up un-
der carefully controlled conditions. In 
fact, a while back, I called my local 
police department’s information line to 
ask about this. The topic wasn’t even 
unexpected; they knew exactly what I 
was talking about and told me I could 
simply give the ammo to any deputy 
on patrol. While it may not be quite that 
easy where you live, it’s still a good 
place to start. 

DOES AMMO EXPIRE?
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There you have it: a quick-and-dirty 
look at all you ever wanted to know 
about modern ammo. Modern ammu-
nition is surprisingly safe and resilient if 
you remember a couple of key points: 

1. Choose the right ammunition for 
the job. If you’re practicing, use prac-
tice ammo. There’s nothing wrong with 
using self-defense ammo to practice; 
it’ll just cost you a lot more money.

2. When you’re not training with it, al-
ways use quality self-defense ammo in 

your self-defense gun. When practice 
is over, put away the cheap stuff and 
reload with reliably defensive ammu-
nition. 

3. Be careful to always use the prop-
er ammunition for your particular fire-
arm. 

4. Be careful with storage and trans-
port. While modern ammunition is in-
credibly safe, we’re still talking about 
life-and-death potential. You can never 
be too careful.

5. Exhibit attention to detail in all you 
do with your gun and ammo. Owning 
and using a firearm is a tremendous 
responsibility with potentially life-alter-
ing consequences. Check and dou-
ble-check everything you do.

With that said, shoot safe, have fun 
and, most importantly, stay safe.

CONCLUSION
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