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Buying A Used Pistol

Recently in one of the NRA magazines, they re-published an article from 50 years ago that is still outstanding material for today.  With the proliferation of the internet and many websites today offering modest prices on used handguns, it is truly a “buyer beware” marketplace and knowing a few well chosen operational tests for a used handgun can save you many dollars in repairs and even save you from getting hurt. We are paraphrasing the material that was originally published and adding comments that are appropriate to revolvers as we present it to you here.

The prospective purchaser of a used pistol should familiarize himself with the inspection procedure outlined in the paragraphs below so that he may better detect serious faults, which may be present in a pistol.
Many used pistols of foreign make are encountered in trade channels like gun shows, pawnshops, and over the internet. A high percentage, whether of military or pocket type, are likely to be of a model no longer manufactured.  While obsolescence need not be a bar to purchase, it is well to consider that replacement parts may prove both costly and difficult to obtain. This warning especially applies to semi-auto magazines.  As a general rule, it is unwise to purchase a pistol that has any important part missing.
Many pistol cartridges for these pistols are obsolete or not readily available on the U S market. Pistols chambered for these cartridges may prove to be of little practical use or value. Be sure to consult ammunition catalogs or dealers for their availability. 

A sound practice is to function test fire the pistol before buying it.  This can be made practical when there are concerns of dry fire damage by the use of snap caps or dummy ammunition.  These simulated rounds will also assist your checking of the full function of the magazine as well as checking the feeding, extraction, and ejection functions.  If you include the use of a small wood dowel or wood pencil, you can insert the pencil down the barrel of the pistol pointing it upwards to fire to check the function of the firing pin mechanism. Be sure you have re-checked the pistol to ensure it is NOT LOADED before doing these function checks!
If a handbook or manual is not included with the pistol ask the seller to demonstrate the method of disassembly and assembly.

Many foreign made pistols imported around WWII are substandard in both quality of materials and their reliability to function.  Such weapons should be avoided.

Pistols that have the manufacturer’s serial number altered, removed, or obliterated should not be purchased, as possession may be a violation of Federal and State Firearms Laws.

Proceed to inspect the barrel both inside and out looking for deep profuse pits and even tiny cracks, as these are serious defects. The barrel will need to be wiped free of dust and grease prior to this exam and use of a bore light or small slip of white paper held at one end of the barrel to reflect light inside will greatly enhance your visibility. Light pitting or scratches will have little effect on accuracy. Check the chamber area on semi-autos particularly looking for nicks or excessive wear on both the breech and the slide faces. Check the sights for looseness and the presence of any needed adjustment or mounting screws.
Now inspect the exterior hammer looking for dents or nicks on the protruding firing striker, if present on this style pistol hammer. Cock the hammer and apply heavy pressure trying to release the hammer without touching the trigger. This should NOT cause the hammer to fall, if the hammer can be “pushed off”, the pistol is unsafe. 

Now check the operation of any external safeties. With the manual safety engaged, heavy pressure on the trigger should not cause the hammer to fall or the pistol to fire.  If the pistol will fire, the weapon is unsafe.
Some other specific checks for semi-auto pistols should include checking the movement and operation of the slide. The slide should operate smoothly through both the rear and forward motions. When in the closed position the slide should have little or no side play. Most semi-auto pistols incorporate a slide disconnect to prevent the pistol from firing unless the breech is fully closed. To check this, cock the hammer, push in on the muzzle end of the slide or pull back on the rear of the slide to retract it about 3/16 “. While holding the slide in this position press the trigger. If the hammer falls, the pistol is unsafe.

Now check the operation of a grip safety, if one is present, on this model of pistol by cocking the hammer and pressing the trigger making certain that the grip safety is NOT being depressed at the same time. On many pistols, any manual thumb type safety must also be in the fire position while performing this check. The hammer should not fall, if the hammer does fall, the grip safety is defective and the pistol is unsafe. You may want to perform this check with a magazine inserted, just in case the pistol has a magazine disconnect as well.
Next, check the function of the hammer when the slide is closed from a slide lock open position. Lock open the slide and with your finger off the trigger, operate the slide release lever to close the slide. Watch that the hammer does not fall when the slide is closed, if it does fall then the pistol is unsafe due to worn or absent parts.  A pistol with this defect may discharge when a round is chambered, or discharge more than one shot with a single press of the trigger, both very dangerous conditions.
Inspect the semi-auto magazines, trouble free operation of the pistol demands that a magazine be in first class condition. Examine the magazine lips for dents, nicks, and cracks. The body of the magazine should be free from dents or other signs of abuse. Depress the follower with a pencil, wood dowel, or by operating an exterior thumb button to verify free travel of the follower and spring assembly through its entire range of movement. Check that the magazine enters, locks in place, and withdraws freely and smoothly from the pistol grip frame. The magazine release and lock mechanism should operate positively. Little or no end or side play should exist between the magazine and pistol frame when the latch is engaged with the magazine fully seated. 
On the revolver, check the cylinder release to be sure of its positive operation in unlocking the cylinder for it to swing open on its yolk. When closing the cylinder back into the revolver frame examine that the cylinder locks securely in place and cannot be removed without operating the release or turned to rotate inside the revolver frame without pressing the trigger or cocking the hammer. Next check the rotation of the revolver cylinder when the trigger is pressed fully or the hammer is cocked fully.  This cylinder rotation should be only in the one direction and should lock positively into the next position securely. If the cylinder does not lock securely in place and stay that way, the revolver is unsafe.

Now check the cylinder in the open position to be sure it still rotates on the yolk and stays fastened in place mounted on the yolk if the revolver is turned barrel up to assist in removing empty casings. This check will not apply if the cylinder must be removed from the revolver frame entirely by withdrawing a pin to allow loading and unloading.

There exist many genuine bargains in buying a used handgun. A good quality, reliable, well-manufactured handgun when properly cared for should perform for many years. However, all too often when a handgun has been abused or a modification attempted unsuccessfully by an untrained repairperson, the owner sells it on one of the used markets, instead of spending the money for proper needed repairs. I hope that the above explanations will help you to avoid buying a “lemon” that you thought was a great “deal”. 
Additionally, these operational and function checks are a good practice for all handgun owners to do to their pistols periodically during a cleaning and lubrication process to check for normal wear of parts and reliability from continued use.

Be Safe, Shoot Often,  John C Muir

