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By Serena Wood 
Perhaps the most oft-debated topic I came

across when looking for a self-defense handgun
was which cartridge it should fire: which had the
most stopping power, was best suited for a carry
gun, the easiest to shoot, which was the smallest
caliber that’s still “effective,” and so on. Most peo-
ple I spoke with cautioned that a 9mm wasn’t a
large enough round to stop an attacker; that only a
.40 or .45 would get the job done. Personally, I
believe caliber is far less important than shooting
skill. If you can hit your target effectively, does it
really matter whether the piece of lead you’re fir-
ing into someone’s body is a millimeter or two
larger or smaller? Conversely, if you miss your tar-
get, how much does the larger bullet help?

When I chose a 9mm, I had three main priori-
ties. First, I needed something I would be comfort-
able shooting. That’s not to say I couldn’t handle a
larger caliber, but knowing I’d be putting thou-
sands of practice rounds through it had me lean-
ing towards something on the
smaller side. I was told by a
friend in law enforcement that a
.40 caliber gun had
only “a little more”
recoil than a 9mm,
and a .45 had only
a little more than
that, so I should
just get a .45.
Now, it may not
feel like much of a
difference to him,
but I can assure
you that as a brand-new shooter, recoil was a pret-
ty major consideration for me, and a .45 was not
something I was going to be comfortable shooting
over and over and over again.

One great feature of the 9mm is that, no matter
what type of ammunition you’re using, recoil is
still going to be very manageable. My friend and
mentor, longtime Blue Press contributor Duane
Thomas, put it best when he said, “There’s not a
load for this cartridge – even the most…high-
velocity sizzler you can stuff into a gun – that’s not
going to be easily controllable with even halfway
decent technique.”

Because I’m not made of money, my second
concern was affordability of ammunition – both
cheap stuff for practice and the more expensive
carry hollowpoints. Nine-millimeter hardball is
the most affordable factory centerfire handgun
ammo available, much more so than even cheap
.40 or .45. If you handload, that cost savings
carries over – all else being equal, 9mm bullets
and cases cost less (and use less powder per
round) than the larger calibers, as well. I wanted
something I could afford to practice with on a
regular basis.

My third concern was magazine capacity.
Although this is also a hotly debated topic, I want-
ed a handgun with a high-capacity magazine. My
preference was to find one that held at least 12
rounds, preferably more, and one that didn’t make
the gun butt too large to fit my hand. There are
tons of 9mms that fall into this category, but most
of the .45 caliber handguns I examined that I
could handle comfortably had only a seven- or
eight-round magazine capacity.

This brings me to another point. I’ve talked to
some gun people who believe a good shooter
doesn’t need more than those seven or eight
rounds. Most of them tend to look down on those
who choose a handgun with a higher capacity,
assuming they need so many shots because they
can’t hit the broad side of a barn. My rebuttal?
Your vehicle’s fuel tank may hold anywhere from
13-25 gallons (or more, if you have a particularly
large vehicle). When you leave on a trip, it’s prob-

ably with a fixed
destination in mind.
You know you’ll
only need a certain
amount of gas to get
there, so why do you
fill the tank up all the
way? Because of the
unexpected. You
never know when
you’re going to have
to sit in traffic, take a
detour, hit bad
weather, or experi-
ence any number of

other delays. Why limit yourself and take a chance
on running out of fuel? Exactly.

Speaking of cars, I’ve noticed some interesting
similarities between gun nuts and car nuts. Just as
many gun people are devoted to a certain caliber
and will preach its merits to every new shooter
they can find, some car nuts are absolutely devot-
ed to a particular engine, or at least the number of
cylinders they feel the engine in any “real car”
should have. They refuse to drive anything with
fewer cylinders and/or a smaller engine, even if
the car with the smaller engine has a better power-
to-weight ratio and gets better gas mileage. Per-
sonally, I’d rather have the more efficient engine in
a lighter car with better performance. Then again,
I’m female; I’ve never felt the need to compensate
for any, uh…“shortcomings” with either a large
engine or a large-caliber handgun. (This hasn’t
stopped me from modifying my cars to gain huge
amounts of power, mind you – I just didn’t use a
larger engine to accomplish that feat.)

The 9mm may not have the macho reputation
of the .45, but I’m very happy with mine – and
remind me to one day tell you about my 500hp,
3.0L straight-six turbocharged Toyota Supra.
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