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By Marko Kloos
If the number and intensity of “pistol versus

revolver” debates in gun shops and on Internet dis-
cussion boards is any indicator, the controversy prob-
ably started all the way back in 1894, when German-
born inventor and engineer Hugo Borchardt intro-
duced his new-fangled “self-loading pistol” to the
public. While the military took to the new handgun
system quickly, American police forces viewed the
autoloader with suspicion, and with few exceptions,
the revolver remained the weapon of choice for most
police officers throughout much of the 20th century. 

Common wisdom holds that the intensification of
the War on Drugs in the 1980s greatly increased the
danger of the police officer’s job. Drug dealers, we
were told, now fought back against the police with
assault rifles and submachine guns, and police need-
ed to improve their armament to not be outgunned
by the crooks.

The statis-
tics, however,
have never
borne out that
particular justi-
fication for the
move away
from the
revolver, and
towards the
high-capacity
autoloader. The
FBI compiles
an annual Top-
10 list of the
most commonly used weapons among criminals, and
the entries have been remarkably similar over the last
few decades. The most popular and most commonly
used forearm among the country’s criminals is the
lowly six-shot .38/.357 revolver, closely followed by
the .380. The 9mm and .45 are found further down
the list, and “assault weapons” of any kind don’t
make an appearance at all. In fact, the percentage of
police officers killed with rifles, semi-automatic or
otherwise, is not only very low (in the low single-
digit percentage range), but also consistent over the
last few decades. There was no spike in the recorded
officer deaths by rifle in the 1980s and 1990s, nor
was there a sudden popularity surge of assault
weapons among criminals in that time span, except
on TV shows like “Miami Vice.”

At the beginning of the 1980s, almost every
police department in the country issued revolvers, as
did the majority of federal agencies. Fast-forward to
the first decade of the 21st century, and you have to
look long and hard to still find a revolver in a police
holster anywhere. Most of the law enforcement
revolvers out there are issued to various prison
guards, and they remain popular with private
armored transport firms because of the incompatibili-
ty of the autoloader with many firing ports on
armored trucks. On the whole, however, seeing a
revolver on a cop is a rare event – some police
departments like the NYPD still allow the occasional

grandfathered S&W Model 10, and many depart-
ments let officers carry personally-owned revolvers
for backup or off-duty use – but as a primary holster
sidearm, the revolver’s day has passed.

In the civilian market, the simplicity of the revolver,
combined with its generally lower price point when
compared to an autoloader of similar quality, still
means brisk sales for the wheelgun, and there are
probably more snubbies in America’s purses, glove
compartments, and nightstands than any other kind of
handgun. The swing towards the semiauto pistol in
law enforcement, however, has had an effect on the
civilian market as well. There’s a tendency among
many new gun owners to go with what the elite outfits
use, and the simple truth is that your typical SWAT
operator or Navy SEAL doesn’t carry a revolver in his
tactical thigh holster. Equipment does not equal com-
petence, of course, but it helps sales of a gadget when

the competent
guys are known
to use it. Heck-
ler & Koch sold
a lot of MP5
submachine
guns to police
agencies world-
wide after the
widely publi-
cized successful
SAS operation
at London’s
Iranian Embassy
in 1980. SIG
Sauer sells all

the “Naval Special Warfare” P226 pistols they care to
make, and Kimber sells more desert-colored 1911s to
civilian shooters than they do to the Marine Corps.
None of the cool kids carry revolvers anymore, and as
a result, new shooters often look down their noses at
them as old-fashioned and obsolete.

The most common criticism of the revolver – the
lower capacity relative to the pistol – has absolutely
no bearing on its value as a civilian self-defense
tool. Police officers and soldiers need to go and seek
out trouble; civilians have no such obligation. Crimi-
nals are opportunists, striking at targets they per-
ceive to be soft, and the presence of a firearm in the
hands of a determined defender is sufficient to deter
or drive off an attacker most of the time. An often-
quoted statistic is that over 90 percent of all defen-
sive gun uses by private citizens end without a shot
being fired, and in all those cases, it doesn’t matter
one bit whether the gun in the hands of the citizen
holds six rounds, or 17. 

There are cases where people do fire their guns in
self-defense, but in the vast majority of those inci-
dents, the number of expended rounds is three or
less. Again, the five- or six-shot revolver is not out-
matched here, and we’ve now covered about 98 per-
cent of all defensive gun uses in the civilian world.
That leaves a very small percentage of incidents
where a gun is used by a private citizen, and more
than three shots are fired in self-defense. 
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