The Survival Battery 

When most people think about survival, the first thing they think of is a firearm. Firearms are NOT the highest priority item in a survival situation. However, they are one of the most controversial items. Ask one hundred survivalists for advise on firearms and you will get one hundred opinions. My purpose here is not to tell you what to buy, but to discuss the options to help you determine what firearms are right for you as a survivalist and to give you a place to begin.
Firearms are tools. Each one has specific purposes. Some will argue that you only need one firearm to survive with. They will say that this weapon is the perfect survival gun, or that this particular gun will do everything you need. They are wrong! Your toolbox does not just contain a hammer, does it? No, it also has screwdrivers, wrenches, and pliers in it. Just like your toolbox, your gun cabinet needs an assortment or battery of firearms for different tasks. My dictionary says that a battery means an “array of artillery (as on a battleship)”. While we are not looking for sixteen-inch guns and 20mm cannons, the idea is the same. We are looking for an array of firearms that will help to meet our survival needs. I believe those needs can be met with five firearms.
The two survival needs that firearms can help us fulfill are food and defense. To supplement your stored food, hunting may be an option. Many will tell you that hunting is not an option in many survival scenarios and/or in many areas. They are right. However, there are situations that would allow hunting and being prepared for whatever may happen is what being a survivalist is all about, right? Defense is hard to talk about without discussing firearms. Staying out of sight from those who would harm you for your preparations is the best defense, but, again, being a survivalist means being prepared for the worst. Let’s look at hunting first.
(I am not going to debate the hunting verses trapping argument. Yes, trapping is better in many and maybe even most survival situations. However, trapping does not necessitate the use of firearms. Hunting usually does.)
Most hunting in North American can be accomplished with three firearms. They are a .22-rimfire rifle, a shotgun, and a scoped centerfire bolt-action rifle (I like to call it a precision rifle). There are many others that can be used, and some may even be better in specific instances, but I challenge you to find any North American game that cannot be taken efficiently with one of these three weapons. 
The .22 rifle will be used for hunting small game such as rabbits and squirrels, and for dispatching pests from the garden or hen house. It will also be used to train with as the ammo is inexpensive and it recoils (or “kicks”) little. The .22 rimfire cartridge comes in several different varieties. They are the Short, the Long, the Long Rifle, and the Magnum. Most .22 rifles that you will see are chambered for the Long Rifle. They will also shoot the Short and the Long, but some of them may not reliably feed or function with them, as they are shorter than the Long Rifle. The .22 Magnum is a much longer cartridge than the other .22’s and it is not interchangeable with them. .22 Long Rifle cartridges are usually the easiest to find, the least expensive, and will probably do everything that you want a .22 to do. The .22 Magnum ammo, while more powerful and an excellent cartridge, will cost two to three times as much as the Long Rifle and for most purposes, the increased power and noise is not need or desired.
The number of models and brands of rifles chambered in .22 rimfire is mind-boggling. They are available new for as little as $50 for imported cheapies and for as much as $1000 or more for competition models. What we want as survivalist is a rugged, reliable, and accurate rifle. You should be able to find something that fits these needs and that you like for $150 to $400. The .22 rifle will most likely be the gun that you will shoot the most. Bearing this in mind, make sure that you buy a quality rifle. You may be able to save some money by buying a used gun. But, be careful. If you buy a rifle from an individual and it turns out to be a piece of junk, then you are the proud owner of a piece of junk. I would advise you to only buy from a reputable gun shop whether you are buying new or used. A reputable shop will stand behind every gun they sell. The shop that I buy from stands behind every used gun they sell just like it is new. They can do this because they don’t sell junk. A discount store can save you a few bucks on a new gun. However, you will probably be waited on by someone who knows less than you do and if you have a problem you will have to send the gun back to the manufacturer yourself, even though the gun is new. The few extra bucks you spend at a gun shop are well worth the expert advice and service you will receive in return. 
Most .22 rifles will either hold the cartridges in a fixed tubular magazine or in a removable magazine (many people incorrectly call this a “clip”). The tubular magazine has the advantage of usually holding more cartridges than the removable magazine. Also, because it can’t be removed, it can’t be lost, but the plunger tube can and without it your nice multi shot .22 becomes a single shot at best and a boat paddle at worst. If you go with the tube magazine, you should buy a spare plunger tube. The big advantage to the removable magazine is that you can carry one or more preloaded spares to reload quickly. Also the magazine may be stored loaded and separately from the rifle making loading much quicker than a tube magazine. When you go shopping for your .22, look at both and decide which is right for you. 
The major types of actions that are available in .22 rifles are, single shots, bolt actions, lever actions, pumps, and semi-automatic. They all have advantages and disadvantages. Quality in all can range from poor to excellent. If you can, try or at least look at as many as you can before you decide which you prefer. Semi-automatics tend to give more quality for the same price because there are greater quantities of these produced and sold. Three semi-autos that you should definitely look at before you buy are the Marlin Model 60, the Remington Model 597, and the Ruger 10/22. The Marlin Model 60 is a tubular magazine rifle that is a real bargain. I have seen good used Model 60’s for as little as $60. A new one will run around $120. The Remington Model 597 is a fairly new rifle. It has a removable 10 shot magazine and a synthetic stock. It is available in a blued finish for about $150 and in stainless steel for around $200. Because the 597 is so new, it may be hard to find a used one. The Ruger 10/22 is the standard to which all .22 auto loaders are compared. It has a removable 10 shot rotary magazine that works flawlessly. The balance and feel of this rifle make it a favorite of most who shoot it. It is available in both wood and synthetic stocked versions in either blue or stainless steel. A new 10/22 will set you back between $160 and $250 depending on the model and where you get it. You can save a few bucks buying a used one, but because these are such good little rifles, they usually bring almost as much as a new one.
Some will want to put a scope on their .22. I prefer to leave mine with open sights. I feel it is better to train new shooters to use the open sights first. Also the practical range for a .22 LR is about 50 yards and most shooters will not need a scope at that distance. If you decide to scope your .22, you will have plenty of choices though. There are scopes made especially for the .22 that range in price from $20 to well over $500. Most will not need the upper end scopes, but don’t cheap out either. Remember this is a survival tool and you don’t want to trust your life to junk. My experience has been that fair .22 scopes start in the $60-75 range. If you want a good scope, be prepared to pay around $200. Again, try to look at as many models as possible before parting with your hard-earned FRN’s.

The shotgun is one of the most versatile weapons available. With it, one can take birds, small game, large game, and use it for close range self-defense. Shotguns come in different gauges. The smaller the number, the larger the diameter of the barrel. The two most popular gauges are the 12 gauge and the 20 gauge. Because ammunition for these two gauges is more widely available, most survivalist would be wise to stay with one of these. The 12 gauge is the most popular size of shotgun and should be the first choice. However, if one is recoil sensitive or of small stature, the 20 gauge may be the way to go. Be warned though, many 20 gauge shotguns are lightweight models and may recoil as much or more than a standard weight 12 gauge. 
A single round of shotgun ammunition is called a “shell” and is available by gauge, shell length, shot composition, shot size, amount of shot, and velocity. If you are confused, don’t feel alone. Let’s try to sort through all of these variables. We already talked a little about gauge, so we will limit our discussion here to only 12 and 20 gauge shells. Obviously, the gauge of the shells must match the gauge of our shotgun. 12 gauge shells are available in three lengths. They are 2 ¾ inch, 3 inch, and 3-½ inch. The 20 gauge is only available in 2 ¾ inch and 3 inch. The length of the chamber in your shotgun must be equal to or greater than the length of the shell that you want to shoot. For example, you can shoot all three sizes in a 3-½ inch chambered shotgun, but only 2 ¾ inch shells in a 2 ¾ inch chamber. It stands to reason that the longer chambered shotguns are more versatile, but not without some tradeoffs. Longer chambers mean longer actions, which most often mean longer, heavier, and more expensive shotguns. Also, the longer shells are usually more expensive. The 3-½ inch 12 gauge is most often a specialty round used for goose or turkey hunting. Geese and turkeys can be taken with shorter rounds so a 3-½ inch gun is not really necessary. Most modern 12 and 20 gauge shotguns will take both 2 ¾ inch and 3 inch shells and this gives the most balance between versatility and size, weight, and cost.
Just like the .22 rifle, the shotgun is available in many different action types and price ranges. Some of the most popular are the single shot, the pump, the auto-loader, and the double barrel. The double barrel can be configured as a side by side or as an over and under. Shotgun prices can run under $50 for a good used single shot to many thousands of dollars for high end sporting models. It is very important that the shotgun ‘fit’ the user. Too long or short of a stock on your scattergun will result in few hits when wing shooting. Try as many different models as you can to see what you like and how it fits you. When you shoulder the shotgun and press your cheek to the stock, you should be looking straight down the barrel. Again, a clerk at a reputable gun shop will be able to help you with this. The kid at the discount store will probably just give you a glassy eyed stare when you ask him about it. If you need the stock lengthened or shortened, the gun shop will be able to help you with this. 
For all around versatility and reliability, it is hard to beat a pump action. A pump will also usually be more affordable than the other types of multi-shot actions. Two that you should definitely look at are the Mossberg 500 and the Remington 870 Express. Both can be had new in the $200 range and both are proven performers. 

The choices are also many when we come to center fire rifles. The choices in actions can be mind-boggling. Single shot, pump, semi-auto, lever action, and bolt actions are available. All have their place, but to keep things simple we are only going to talk about bolt actions. Why? Because, as a rule, they are the most accurate and dependable. They are also available in the most powerful cartridges.
If the discussion on shotgun shells started to confuse you, be prepared to be totally befuddled by the choices available in rifle cartridges. There are literally hundreds. But, don’t despair. We can whittle the list of what is right for us down to size rather quickly. First, unless grizzly bears are on your list as possible targets, we do not a cartridge of over 30 caliber or of the magnum persuasion. Not that there are not some fine cartridges that meet these specifications, but for hunting even elk and moose, they are not necessary. A larger caliber needs a heavier bullet, which results in more recoil. Magnums do give a little more range and power, but at the expense of being louder and also ‘kicking’ more. Magnum ammo is also more expensive. We also do not want to go too small. Smaller calibers have their place and for a smaller shooter may be a good choice, but at the price of not being reliable on big game. The smallest caliber that I feel is adequate for an all around rifle is .27 caliber. There may still be close to one hundred choices available in the non-magnum calibers between .27 and .30. But the next requirement will narrow the field down extensively. It is called the Wal-Mart test. If you can’t go into Wal-Mart and buy ammo to fit a particular rifle, then it doesn’t pass. While there may be others that pass the above requirements, the top five choices in my book are .270 Winchester, 7mm-08 Remington, .280 Remington, .308 Winchester, and .30-06 Springfield. All of these are outstanding cartridges and you could not go wrong with any of them. 
There are many bolt-action rifles available in these calibers. Four that you should definitely look at before making a choice are the Remington 700, Winchester model 70, Ruger Model 77, and the Savage 110 series. They can all be had in various configurations with wood or synthetic stocks, in blued, matte, or stainless finishes. My preferences run to a stainless finish in a synthetic stock. However, if you prefer the traditional blued finish with the warmness of a traditional wood stock, it will serve you well. You just may have to be a little more careful with it in inclement weather. If you are on a budget, you might want to consider the Remington 700 ADL Synthetic. It comes with a matte finish and a synthetic stock. For around $400 it is a great deal.
To wring all of the accuracy out of our precision rifle, it will need a scope. Scopes are as varied and diverse as rifles. They can run in price from less than $40 to way over $1000. While a $1000 scope would be overkill for most of us, we don’t want to cheap out either. Remember that we may have to trust our life to this rifle and scope. Now, listen very carefully and repeat after me. There are NO good scopes that you can buy for less than $200. Someone will try to tell you that their $50 scope will work just fine. There is a reason it only costs $50, and if he wants to trust optics made someplace you can’t pronounce, then there is probably little you can do to convince him that he is wrong. Every survivalist should remember that Murphy has a way of showing up when you least expect him. Why invite trouble to save $150. A $700 rifle will be next to useless without a good scope. If you need to save money, then save it on the rifle, not the scope. As for brand, there are many good ones. Your dealer can help you. I would recommend Leupold. When it comes to bang for the buck, they are hard to beat. The VX-1 in 3 to 9 power is an excellent starter scope at around $200. If you want something better, Leupold makes them right up to their LPS series that run about a grand. My personal favorite is the Leupold VX-3 in 3.5 to 10 power. This scope will run about $450, but I challenge you to find a $1000 scope that is 5% better.

That covers the basics on our hunting arms. While these three guns can also be put into service as self-defense firearms, they don’t cover all of the bases. We will also need a side arm and a battle rifle. But before we discuss these, lets look at how our hunting arms transfer over into the defense region.

The .22 is the least appropriate for a self-defense weapon. It is short on power and range when we are talking about stopping an attack on our loved ones or ourselves. However, the first rule of gunfighting is to have a gun, and if this was all I had I would not hesitate to use it. It certainly beats a pointed stick!
A shotgun can be an excellent self-defense weapon. If fact for many roles it can be the best weapon available. With a short barrel installed and loaded with buckshot, the shotgun is very effective out to 50 or 60 yards. In this configuration it can persuade the most hardened Mutant Zombie Biker that he is better off picking on someone else. A shotgun can be used at longer ranges with slugs, but this work is best left to our battle rifle or the precision rifle from above.
Our precision rifle can be used as a counter-sniper weapon. It’s range and power make it ideal for use against distant and/or dug in targets. 

The choices do not get any easier as we talk about the next two weapons. However, they may be more important. The side arm may be the most important weapon choice we will make. Why? Because it is the weapon that should always be on our person in a survival situation. It is hard to plant a garden or carry firewood when we are trying to hold on to a long gun. A sidearm is our insurance that we always obey the first rule of gun fighting, and it is what we will use to fight our way to our rifle with. The two types of sidearms that we want to consider are revolvers and semi-automatic pistols. Both have their advantages. 
Revolvers are simpler to load, unload, and operate. It is also easy to tell if a revolver is loaded. Revolvers as a rule can also be chambered for more powerful cartridges than similar sized pistols. The best all around revolver for a beginner is a four inched barreled .357 magnum. Four inches of barrel is a good compromise between portability and power. While a longer barrel will give more velocity and thus more power, it becomes more unwieldy in a holster as it gets longer. The .357 is a very versatile round. One can shoot full powered loads for defense and even some hunting. And the .357 revolver can also be loaded with light recoiling .38 Specials for practice and small game hunting. Stainless would be the preferred finish for a gun that will be carried all the time, but blue will work as well. Some of the many manufactures that produce quality revolvers are Smith & Wesson, Ruger, Taurus, and Colt. New these firearms will run $300 and up. There are many good buys to be had in used revolvers. Often times one can find police trade-ins for an astonishingly low price. Again, the secret to getting something you will be happy with is to shop around and look at as many models as one can.
Semi-automatic pistols usually hold more ammunition than revolvers and are quicker to reload. A pistol is harder to master than a revolver and will probably be more expensive for the same quality. There are so many types and calibers that whole books have been devoted to the subject. For a beginner, the 9mm Luger chambering is probably the most logical choice. The ammo is affordable and the recoil is not intimidating. There are so many good manufacturers in the pistol business that I hesitate to start naming them in fear of leaving one out. There is one that stands, in my opinion, above the rest. Glock pistols just flat out work. They are also easier for the beginner to learn with than most other automatics. Many do not like the polymer (plastic) frames. I know it took me a long time to warm up to these weapons, but I can now see why they are such a success. A new Glock will run a little over $500. Used ones can be had for less, but not considerably so. They are so rugged and reliable that it is often difficult to tell a well cared for Glock from a brand new one. Once more, your local dealer can help you pick what is right for you. Just remember, while you don’t need to spend a pile of money on a sidearm, don’t buy a cheap gun. This is likely to be the weapon you will have to rely on if trouble unexpectantly finds you. And get a good holster that makes carrying your side arm comfortable enough that you can carry it all day, every day.

The last weapon we will talk about may be by far the rifle you spend the most money on. But, for a very good reason. The battle rifle is the rifle that we will want if TSHTF. It must be rock solid reliable, quickly reloadable, adequately accurate, and capable of putting down a sustained rate of fire. The only weapons that meet these qualifications are military type rifles. I break them down into two categories. Light battle rifles and heavy battle rifles. The difference is not determined by the weight of the rifle, although light battle rifles do tent to weigh less, but by the power of the cartridge that the rifle is designed for. Heavy battle rifles use full power ammunition like .308 Winchester and .30-06 Springfield. While the range and power of these rounds give the heavy battle rifle a distinct advantage in a firefight, it is not without some caveats. These rifles ‘kick’ more and they are heavier to carry. Also the ammunition weighs more per round, so not as much can be carried if the rifleman is on foot. Light battle rifles on the other hand tend to be smaller and more maneuverable. The ammunition is also lighter and more compact. However, the cartridges they are chambered in, while not weak, do not compare in power and range to the HBR’s.
Some of the LBR’s that I think are appropriate for a person new to firearms are the SKS, the AK-47 clones, the Ruger Mini-14 and Mini-30, and the AR-15 and clones. All of these weapons are chambered in either 5.56 NATO (.223 Remington) or 7.62x39. Let’s look at each one briefly.
The SKS is the least expensive weapon in this group. It can be had for under $200. Do not let the low price fool you. This is a serious battle weapon. Most come with fixed ten round magazines that can be reloaded quickly with stripper clips. I have seen kits to convert them to take removable AK magazines, but I have heard more bad than good about the conversion. If you are on a tight budget, this is the rifle to look at. Not only is the rifle affordable, but the ammunition for it can be had for around $80 per thousand rounds.
The AK type rifles are next. These weapons are available for $350 and up. Most are chambered in 7.62x39, but some are available in the newer 5.45x39 and a few in 5.56 NATO. These weapons take removable magazines and they are affordable. The biggest complaint that I have about the AK is that the controls seem clunky to me. They are not the most accurate rifles as a rule, but they just flat out work. Ask any combat vet that has been shot at with one of these weapons and they will testify to its effectiveness.
The Mini-14 is the most controversial weapon on this list. It is not really a battle rifle even though it was designed as a scaled down M-14, one of the greatest battle rifles ever designed. I only list it here because in some areas it is the only legal option that comes close to meeting all of our qualifications. It comes with a factory five round removable magazine. There are only a few 20 and 30 round factory magazines on the market today, and they command a king’s ransom. There are many aftermarket magazines available for the Mini, but most of them are junk. The only ones I have found that work reliably are those from PMI and the Combo Mini-14/AR-15 plastic magazines from Ram-Line. (While these combo mags work great in my Mini’s, they are hard to get into my AR’s. Plus, I am a little leery of a plastic magazine in a battle rifle.) The last gun show I went to, PMI 30 round magazines were over $50 apiece. The Mini-14 itself is not expensive. They run around $500. However, when you add in the cost of magazines, (I think seven is a minimum that one should have. We’ll talk more about this later.) the Mini becomes as expensive as an AR-15. On the plus side, the Mini-14 is extremely reliable. It is also available in stainless steel and with a composite stock. Both are big plusses in my book.
The AR-15 and its clones are the king of LBR’s in my opinion. This is the civilian version of our military’s M-16. This rifle is easy to operate, easy to work on, and more accurate as a rule than the rifles we have already discussed. It comes in many configurations and from many manufacturers. Some of the top names are Armalite, Bushmaster, Colt, DPMS, Olympic Arms, and Rock River arms. A good AR-15 will run around $750 to $1000 depending on the brand and the options. Surplus USGI magazines can be had for $15 to $20. Spare parts are readily available and you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to work on this rifle. This is the LBR that the others wish they could be. The only down side to the AR, other than the high initial price, is that it is a little pickier about being cleaned regularly than the other rifles are.
The choices we have in HBR’s is almost as diverse. The M1 Garand, the M1A, the FAL, the HK91, and the AR-10 are some of the best choices. All of these weapons are chambered in 7.62 NATO except for the Garand. It is chambered for the .30-06 Springfield. It also uses 8 round clips that are ejected out of the rifle when they are empty. The user then pushes a loaded clip into the rifle from the top and closes the bolt. If you love nostalgia and the .30-06 cartridge, then this may be the rifle for you. They can be bought for as little as $500 for a beater, to way over $1000 for one in good shape. You will need a good supply of clips, but they can be had for around 35 cents each.
When NATO wanted to standardize ammunition between its countries, most of them picked the FAL as their MBR. Over 90 countries have used some form of this rifle, and for good reason. There are too many variants to go into here, but they can range in price from $350 for what I like to call a “Franken-Fal”, a parts gun, to over $3000 for an FN. (The original Belgium rifle.) The cheap guns are a crapshoot. Some work and some don’t. If you buy one of these parts guns, the receiver is the most important part to look at. I wouldn’t chance a no-name receiver. Look for one built on an Imbel receiver with the ‘gear’ logo. These are made in Brazil and are high quality. For the money, it is hard to beat the STG-58 assembled by DSA on one of their American made receivers. This gun will set you back about $1000, but you will know what you have. One of the best things about choosing an FAL is that military 20 round magazines can be bought for as little as $5. When pre-ban magazines for some rifles can cost $50 to $100 each, the FAL can come in at a lower overall cost than cheaper rifles.
Of course we Americans had to come up with our own way to do things when the rest of the free world was going with the FAL. And what a way it was. We went with the M-14 which basically took the M1 Garand, shortened the action for the new 7.62 NATO round and feed it with a removable box magazine instead of the 8 round clips. The civilian version, the M1A is superbly accurate and rugged. To me it is a piece of art and history, rolled into maybe the finest MBR ever created. The only downsides to the M1A in my book are that GI 20 round magazines cost at least $35 each and a good M1A runs about $1200 and up.
The HK-91 is another choice in a 7.62 MBR. Many like them, but I find the controls clunky and I don’t like the fact that the bolt does not remain open on the last shot. It is a solid weapon with a solid price tag. Clones start at around $750 and the genuine article can run $2500 or more.
The AR-10 is a scaled up AR-15. Some of the parts are even interchangeable between the AR-10 and AR-15. This would probably be my favorite HBR except for one thing. It uses converted M1A magazines and the conversion kit runs $25 per mag. That means mags would run at least $60 each. I believe in having at least 15 magazines per rifle. That means you would have $900 in magazines for a $1200 rifle. There was once talk of building and AR-10 to take FAL mags. I don’t know what ever happened to that project, but talk about a dream come true…a .308 caliber AR that can use $5 magazines.
