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You may love to visit Washington, D.C. for the distinct architecture and interesting 
museums, or you may cringe at the thought of a town with so many gun laws that 
inhibit law-abiding citizens, but as the capitol of the United States and the seat of 
American government, many of us have to visit regularly. 

After years of hearing rumors that 
only family members of well-con-
nected government officials were 

granted Concealed Carry Pistol Licenses 
in the district, I was intrigued to receive 
an email from the Commonwealth Crimi-

nal Justice Academy (CCJA) announcing 
a Washington, D.C. CCW course for both 
residents and non-residents.

On a rainy November morning, I sat at a 
table in the CCJA Fredericksburg (Virginia) 
classroom with 15 other people. Tom Per-

roni, CCJA owner, training director, law 
enforcement officer and D.C. Metro Police 
firearms instructor served as our primary 
instructor. In two days, we accomplished 
16 hours of classroom instruction and two 
hours of range training/ continued on next page
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qualification. We began by watching the 
infamous video of a DEA employee conde-
scendingly telling a school room full of chil-
dren that he was the only person compe-
tent to handle a firearm, and then promptly 
shooting himself in the foot after clearly 
violating multiple standard safety practices. 
We were told that the Federal Air Marshal 
Service has had 256 firearms mishaps on 
aircraft (as of that time) and we discussed 
complacency and negligence.

We were informed that negligent dis-
charges often occur as a result of plac-
ing fingers on the trigger at inappropriate 
times, allowing leather holsters to warp and 
getting shirt tails or other fabric wrapped 
around the trigger while holstering. We dis-
cussed standard safety rules and Tom cau-
tioned against permitting authorized per-
sons access to your guns. He talked about 
various locks for firearms, gun cases, storage 
boxes and safes. We discussed firearms no-
menclature and moved on to principles of 
marksmanship.

We discussed grip. Tom encouraged stu-
dents to establish the desired grip in the 
holster, high on the back strap and the 
stacked thumbs position upon presentation, 
with 360 degree pressure exerted primarily 
by the non-firing (support) hand. He stated 
that the two most important components 
for marksmanship are: sight alignment and 
trigger control. We discussed stance. Tom 
encouraged use of the modified isosceles 
stance and presenting a pistol from the 
holster to eye level rather than ducking the 
head down. He encouraged keeping knees 
bent slightly and your center of gravity 
slightly forward. He advocated placing your 
holster on the seam of the pants. We dis-
cussed eye dominance and trigger manipu-
lation. He had a proscriptive recommenda-
tion for trigger finger placement and he 
encouraged pressuring the trigger for a “sur-
prise break” and maintaining continuous 
finger contact with the trigger for efficient 
trigger reset. He asked for follow through: 
reconfirming sights on target before moving 
onto the next task. 

Tom cited the FBI’s Uniform Crime Re-
port and stated that law enforcement shoot-
ings commonly occur at about 10 feet, in 
low light and eight out of ten shots fired are 
misses. He mentioned the acronym BRASS: 
breathe, relax, aim, sight alignment/sight 
picture and smooth pressure on the trigger. 
He encouraged pausing on a half-breath for 

pistol shooting. He insisted that stress, such 
as is experienced with Simunition is neces-
sary to turn firearms skills into defensive 
skills and he observed that both fear and 
courage are contagious; when one person 
exhibits either trait, others often follow. He 
explained survival versus prevailing and de-
scribed excessive force as more force than 
is reasonably necessary. 

Tom demonstrated a low-ready posi-
tion and introduced Max Joseph’s position 
sul (Portuguese for South), a position that 
allows a shooter to safely hold a pistol in 
crowded spaces in a two-handed configura-
tion with the weapon pressed (nearly) ver-
tical against the chest with the muzzle ori-
ented in front of your toes. He talked about 
presenting the weapon with the trigger fin-
ger on the frame (outside the trigger guard) 
until the decision to fire is made.

Manipulation Position was the shooters 
“workspace” where the weapon could be 
conveniently reloaded at eye level. He talk-
ed about the importance of scanning—see-
ing what your eyes are observing, not just 
letting your brain default to assumptions. 
He described admin reloads as changing 
magazines while staying holstered, defined 
tactical reloads and referred to emergency 
reloads when the gun runs empty. Perroni 
advocated reloading when you choose to 
and not allowing yourself to be forced to 
reload. He introduced the acronym, “FAST”: 
fight, assess, scan, tac-load and he introduced 
the acronym, “MOVE”: motionless operators 
ventilate easily, meaning that staying on the 
move makes you a harder target.

Tom described a five-step draw stroke. 
Step One is: establish a grip in the holster. 
Two: The pistol is lifted from the holster and 
the non-firing (support) hand is moving to-
ward the center of the chest. Three: pistol-
side elbow rotates down, pointing the muz-
zle toward the target. Four: the pistol enters 
a retention position close to the body. Five: 
the two-handed grip is established at chest 
level and the weapon is projected to the 
“threat position” in front of the shooters’ 
eyes. 

He discussed his points of performance 
for reholstering; encouraging students to 
scan 360 degrees in order to break tunnel 
vision and assess any additional threats, to 
tac load if appropriate, and then finally to re-
holster slowly and safely while maintaining 
focus down range and applying all retention 
systems on the holster. 

CONTENTS
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Tom talked about malfunctions such as 
misfires; when the primer strike doesn’t 
cause the round to fire. Hang fire was de-
scribed as a delay before discharge after the 
primer is struck. Squib fire was when the 
projectile is launched with inadequate pres-
sure behind it and it remains lodged in the 
barrel.

Perroni introduced immediate action us-
ing the saying, “tap, rack, fight” to remember 
to tap the magazine to ensure it is seated, 
rack the slide to ensure a round is cham-
bered and to take the next shot if necessary. 
He talked about fixing double feeds with the 
saying “rip, rack, replace”. He encouraged 
students to act. He said, “don’t just stand 
there”. Quickly weigh all options, be aware 
of cover, how quickly can you get to cover? 
Observe hands and don’t give up if hit.

He introduced shooting on the move and 
advocated using the body to minimize vi-
bration. He talked about heel/toe roll, bend-

ing knees and elbows, and staying flexible. 
He encouraged practicing shooting on the 
move in all directions. He mentioned that 
cover stops bullets while concealment only 
stops you from being seen. He mentioned 
how important hand-held lights are and the 
need for backups. 

We watched a video from Escambia Coun-
ty, Florida of deputies involved in a shoot-
ing and discussed decision making, angles 
of fire and revisited the safety concern of 
what lies beyond the target. We discussed 
the advantages of initiative over reaction. 
Tom introduced another acronym, this time 
for unloading: “PROVE”: Point the weapon in 
a safe direction. Remove all ammo. Observe 
the chamber. Verify the feed path. Examine 
for obstructions.

Perroni talked about firearms retention. 
He suggested that skills should be based on 
gross motor skills, should work under stress 
and should be practiced. He said that reten-

tion was based on a triad of mind, holster 
and skills. He also described three levels of 
holster retention: Single retention such as a 
holster with a thumb break, dual retention, 
such as a holster with a thumb break and 
a Serpa style retaining device, and triple re-
tention; a system that has three actions re-
quired to draw.

We talked about situational awareness, 
conflict management, moral/ethical deci-
sions and the use of deadly force. We dis-
cussed author Dave Grossman’s concept of 
people being sheep, sheep dogs and wolves 
and we reviewed Marine Colonel Jeff Coo-
per’s color codes of awareness, white, yel-
low, orange, red and black. Each is a different 
euphemism for states of awareness ranging 
from blissfully unaware to completely over-
whelmed. Perroni added “platinum” that he 
described as the ability to practice critical 
thinking under duress. He also talked about 
air force Colonel John Boyd’s OODA loop 

WASHINGTON D.C. CARRY

Constantly be aware of escape routes, avoid confrontation when possible, 
be aware of potential threats, plan ahead, avoid dangerous people and 
situations, don’t stand out or antagonize others. 

FREERANGESTOCK - CHANCEAGRELLA
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WASHINGTON D.C. CARRY

(observe, orient, decide, act) occurring 
for two adversaries in a continuous cycle 
where whoever processes more efficiently 
or shortens their loop, has the advantage 
over their adversary. 

Tom talked about recalibrating your inter-
nal clock for tiny increments in fractions of 
seconds and talked about role-player train-
ing scenarios in which FBI agents were 
tested by an apparently suicidal individual 
pressing a firearm to his temple, but the 
fact that movement from the temple to the 
agents could be done so fast that the only 
agents who did not consistently get shot 
were agents who immediately moved to a 
position of cover without hesitating. He 
explained that humans are very good at 
reading people and their intent while very 
young, but often become conditioned to 
suppress their intuition as they mature. He 
talked about mental preparation for defen-
sive mindset, the concept of never giving 
up, planning, practicing and visualization. 
He recommended peoples’ personal de-
fense plans should include: constantly being 
aware of escape routes, avoiding confronta-
tion when possible, being aware of potential 
threats, planning ahead, avoiding dangerous 
people and situations, not standing out or 
antagonizing others and not provoking. He 
talked about psychological and physiologi-
cal considerations.

Perroni talked about selection of a defen-

sive pistol and ammo. He provided a hand-
out called “The Laws on Self Defense in the 
District of Columbia”. He talked about abil-
ity, opportunity, jeopardy and preclusion as 
they related to self-defense and reminded 
students that what you say will be consid-
ered from a criminal perspective and a civil 
perspective. He compared the “spirit of the 
law” and the “letter of the law”. He explained 
officer discretion stated that deputies can 
warn, issue a summons or arrest. He stated 
that there is not a duty to notify officers of 
a concealed firearm in the state of Virginia, 
but there is a duty to notify officers of a con-
cealed firearm in the District of Columbia. 
He talked about considerations for citizens 
rendering assistance to law-enforcement of-
ficers in jeopardy, and when they would be 
considered deputized. He provided links to 
lists for firearms approved in D.C. He pro-
vided a handout called “Prohibitions on 
Carrying Licensed Pistols” and one called 
“DC Restaurant Carry”, one called “Firearm 
Registration in DC” and “Washington DC 
CCW Reciprocity”. D.C. recognizes no other 
states’ CCW, but DC’s Concealed Carry Pis-
tol License is recognized in 21 other states. 
Another handout covered authorized ammo, 
magazines and holsters. To complete our 
law library, we were also given a handout 
called “Code of DC Municipal Regulations 
Title 24. Public Space and Safety Chapter 
23. Guns and Other Weapons. Perroni ex-

plained relevant portions of each in detail. 
The course ended at a remote range site 

with two hours of range training and quali-
fication fire. We shot from three yards out 
to 15, drawing from concealment. We fired 
standing and kneeling, and made use of cov-
er. Each of us passed the course and was giv-
en a certificate to deliver to the D.C. Metro 
Police along with a firearm registration form 
and a concealed carry application. 

It appears that I will be able to select one 
of my Glocks to register in the District of 
Columbia, and carry it concealed in an ap-
proved holster (along with a total of two 
ten round magazines) in many of Washing-
ton D.C.’s venues on the basis of this Con-
cealed Carry Pistol License. Navigating the 
maze of bureaucracy, statute and regulation 
to carry a concealed pistol in the District of 
Columbia may be complex, but Common-
wealth Criminal Justice Academy can walk 
you through the process and provide all the 
documents and training you will need.   3

BIO 
Chris Graham is the former commander of 
a military anti-terrorism unit and serves 
as editor of Tactics and Preparedness. 
Visit his books and training products at 
www.ChrisGrahamAuthor.com.

CONTACT
www.ccjatraining.com (540) 322-3000

GEARREVIEW
SURVIVAL
BELT2.0
This belt comes 56 inches long to fit up to a 48-
inch waist. The survival strap has notches that run 
the entire length of the belt to ensure a perfect 
fit for your pants, or a bundle of firewood. 1.5-
inch wide, the belt boasts internal webbing with 
almost 1500 PSI of tensile strength. The two-inch 
buckle conceals a small stainless steel knife blade 
with bottle opener, an LED flashlight and a ferro-
cerium fire starter. www.slidebelts.com

http://www.ccjatraining.com
http://www.slidebelts.com
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Whether you are training soldiers 
who you will one day lead into 
battle, children who will one day 

carry the responsibilities of adults or simply 
looking for some ideas for self-improvement, 
Mindset offers a constructive blue print.

Dr. Dweck believes students’ mindsets 
(how they see their own abilities) play a key 
role in their motivation and achievement. She 
found that if she shifted students’ mindsets, 
they could raise their achievement. Students 
who think their intelligence can be devel-
oped outperform students who think their 
intelligence is “fixed”. When students learned 
that they could “grow” their brains, they did 

better. She found that having children focus 
on the process that leads to learning fostered 
a “growth mindset”.

Dweck writes: “I’ve seen so many people 
with this one consuming goal of proving 
themselves—in the classroom, in their ca-
reers, and in their relationships. Every situa-
tion calls for a confirmation of their intelli-
gence, personality or character. Every situa-
tion is evaluated: Will I succeed or fail? Will 
I look smart or dumb? Will I be accepted or 
rejected? Will I feel like a winner or a loser? 
These things are culturally desirable. We val-
ue intelligence, personality and character. It’s 
normal to want this.”

However, she also adds, “There’s another 
mindset in which these traits are not simply 
a hand you’re dealt and have to live with, al-
ways trying to convince yourself and others 
that you have a royal flush when you’re se-
cretly worried it’s a pair of tens. In this mind-
set, the hand you’re dealt is just the starting 
point for development. This growth mindset 
is based on the belief that your basic quali-
ties are things you can cultivate through your 
efforts.”

Dweck asserts that a growth mindset isn’t 
just about effort. She sees effort as key for 
students’ achievement, but it is necessary to 
pair it with trying new strategies and seeking 

The title, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success may give 
a misimpression that there are “new” behaviors that govern 
success, but regardless of the title, Dr. Carol Dweck’s book clearly 
articulates some useful concepts. BY  CAROL DWECK SUMMARY BY CHRIS GRAHAM

PIXABAY - ARNOFISCHBACHER

The New 
Psychology 
of Success  

Mindset:

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

PIXABAY - GERALT

https://www.amazon.com/Mindset-Psychology-Carol-S-Dweck/dp/0345472322/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1547503790&sr=8-1&keywords=mindset+the+new+psychology+of+success+by+carol+dweck%2C+ph.d
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

input from others when they’re stuck. She be-
lieves people need a repertoire of approach-
es—not just effort—to improve. She believes 
effort is a means to an end, and that praising 
children for “trying” is counterproductive. It’s 
good that the students tried, but results are 
important feedback. The growth-mindset ap-
proach allows people to thrive on challenges 
and setbacks on their way to success. She 
says, “The growth mindset was intended to 
help close achievement gaps, not hide them.”

She also expresses that “he has 
a fixed mindset” can be used as an excuse 
for poor results with subordinates rather than 
a provocation to innovation in approach. In 
many places, a “growth mindset” has become 
fashionable, but she provokes questions for 
teachers: “Are you an enlightened person 
who fosters students’ well-being? Or are you 
an unenlightened person, with a fixed mind-
set, who undermines them?” She insists the 
path to a growth mindset is an ongoing jour-
ney, not a declaration.

Dr. Dweck encourages people to acknowl-
edge that 1) people are a mix of fixed and 
growth mindsets, 2) that will probably always 
be, and 3) if people wish to move toward a 
growth mindset in practice, they must recog-
nize their own fixed-mindset thoughts and 
actions.

Dweck suggests indicators of a fixed mind-
set. Do you feel overly anxious when you face 
a setback or when others aren’t listening? Do 
you feel defeated or look for an excuse? Does 
criticism bring out your fixed mindset? Do 
you become defensive instead of interested 
in learning from results? Watch what happens 
when you see someone who is better than 
you at something important. Do you feel envi-
ous or are you driven to learn? 

Dweck writes, “Why hide deficiencies in-
stead of overcoming them? Why look for 
friends or partners who will just shore up 
your self-esteem instead of ones who will also 
challenge you to grow? And why seek out the 
tried and true, instead of experiences that 
will stretch you? The passion for stretching 
yourself and sticking to it, even (or especial-
ly) when it’s not going well, is the hallmark of 
the growth mindset. This is the mindset that 
allows people to thrive during some of the 
most challenging times in their lives”.

Dr. Dweck also wrote: “The other thing ex-
ceptional people seem to have is a special tal-
ent for converting life’s setbacks into future 
successes. Creativity researchers concur. In a 
poll of 143 creativity researchers, there was 

wide agreement about the number one ingre-
dient in creative achievement. And it was ex-
actly the kind of perseverance and resilience 
produced by the growth mindset.”

Dweck believes there are two ways to look 
at a problem that is too hard for you to solve. 
People may see problems as: “Are you not 
smart enough to solve it? Or have you just 
not solved it yet?” Operating just outside your 
comfort zone is the key to improving skills 
and is a necessity for “deliberate” practice. 

Dr. Dweck believes in the power of “Not 
Yet”. She wanted to see how children coped 
with difficulty, so she gave kids problems 
that were slightly too challenging for them 

to solve. Some of them actually said things 
like, “I love a challenge” or “You know, I was 
hoping this would be informative.” They intui-
tively understood that their capabilities could 
be developed. But, other students felt the situ-
ation was dire. From their perspective, their 
intellect had been up for judgment and they 
failed. In one study, kids working from “fixed 
mindset” reported they would probably cheat 
next time instead of studying more if they 
failed a test. In another study they looked for 
others who did worse than they did so they 
could reassure themselves by comparison. 
In study after study, they retreated from diffi-
culty. Researchers even measured the activity 
in the brain as students confronted an error. 
Fixed mindset students had hardly any activ-
ity as they ran from an error. Kids operating 

from “growth mindset” engaged deeply. Their 
brain was demonstrably alive with “not yet” 
thinking. They learned from the errors and 
corrected them.

Tragically, people can become obsessed 
with getting A’s as indicators of their attri-
butes rather than chasing growth and expan-
sion of actual capability. Dweck points out: 
“we’re making them [kids] dependent on 
the validation that we’re giving them—it is 
the gamification of children”. Ultimately, she 
encourages, “Don’t praise intelligence or tal-
ent, praise the work ethic…” that was used 
to work through problems to mission accom-
plishment. She believes that this conditions 
resiliency. 

How people phrase things externally and 
in “self-talk” affects confidence and compe-
tence. She says, “the words ‘yet’ or ‘not yet,’ 
give kids greater confidence, give them a 
path into the future that creates greater per-
sistence.” 

Dr. Dweck says that students in her studies 
who were not taught growth mindset con-
sistently showed declining grades over time 
as challenges increased, but those who were 
taught this lesson showed a sharp bounce in 
their grades, and more importantly, continued 
to adapt. 

Your view of yourself is your reality. If 
you believe that your qualities are fixed (e.g. 
smart/dim, clumsy/agile, capable/incapable, 
etc.) you will innately move to prove your-
self correct, and avoid situations and hide 
indicators that point to negative traits rather 
than learning from mistakes and capitalizing 
on opportunities to grow. As a subscriber to 
Tactics and Preparedness, it is a given that 
you have a growth mindset; but how much 
farther can you take it when you consider 
the concept deliberately? How much can you 
constructively influence peers, subordinates, 
and people you care about to lean toward 
“growth mindset”?  3

BIO 
Chris Graham is the former commander of 
a military anti-terrorism unit and serves as 
editor of Tactics and Preparedness. Visit 
his books and training products at www.
ChrisGrahamAuthor.com.

•••
If there is a book you would like to recommend, 
or to contribute a summary, contact us at: 

Contact@ChrisGrahamAuthor.com
•••

The passion for 

stretching yourself 

and sticking to it, 

even (or especially) 

when it’s not going 

well, is the hallmark 

of the growth 

mindset. 

https://fs.blog/2014/05/improving-your-performance/
https://fs.blog/2012/07/what-is-deliberate-practice/
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We spent days like every other boy 
from that area, fishing, catching 
frogs, hunting, snaring and trap-

ping small game and constructing forts. We 
learned to kill small game with throwing 
sticks and stones. We became proficient with 
bows and arrows, rifles and perhaps the most 
fun of all, the sling-shot. We learned to con-
struct our sling-shot with “Y” shaped saplings.  
We used old bicycle tire tubing for the tether. 
We used everything from pebbles and stones 
to washers, nuts and bolts for projectiles. It 
was normal for my brother and I to hunt bull 
frogs around our pond and kill them with 
our home made sling-shots. We’d stalk them 
until we were close enough to deliver a fatal 
strike from above. It’s far cheaper to hunt, kill 
and prepare your own frog legs than to pay 
eighty-dollars for a five-pound bag online.

Derived from the sling, the sling-shot is a 
hand-held catapult that can be used as both 
a weapon and a hunting implement. Most ef-
fective when used to kill small game such as 
chipmunk, squirrel and bird, however a strong 
enough sling-shot is capable of stunning and 
killing even larger game. Its’ predecessor, the 
sling dates back to around 40,000 BCE.; and 
even the Bible boasts tales of its’ use in war-
fare such as the story of David and Goliath. 
Although the traditional sling and variants are 
still in use today, they are a rarity as the sling 
shot has replaced the sling with its’ simplicity 
of use. The traditional sling requires a much 
greater skill set and more hours of practice.  

VANDALISM AND CRIME
In 1839 Charles Goodyear invented vulca-
nized rubber. The sling-shot is not dated to 

be used prior to the invention of Goodyear’s 
rubber, but by the 1860s the sling-shot had 
established a reputation synonymous with 
vandalism. In the early days of the invention 
of the sling-shot it was primarily a “do it your-
self” tool. Many young men found uses for the 
sling-shot in hunting small game. Projectiles 
such as lead shot, stones, BBs, steel ball bear-
ings and even small pellets are hurled through 

HUNTING WITH THE 

When I was a young man growing up in the hills and 
woods of the Tug Hill region of New York, my brother 
and I enjoyed the outdoors. BY ANDREW CURTISS PHOTOS COURTESY KARISSA HOFFMAN

SLING-SHOT 

Slingshots are effective 
at killing small game.

PIXABAY - SAUERC
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the air using the tethered propulsion that a 
sling-shot provides.   

This writer can recall a time in his youth 
when his father worked as a temporary mill 
worker at a steel cable factory in Up State 
New York during the 1980s. The regular 
unionized mill workers were on strike and 
the mill brought in workers like my father to 
fill in the gaps. My father accepted the oppor-
tunity in hopes that the short-term job could 
lead to a full-time opportunity. The workers 
on strike would often get violent in attempts 
to intimidate and discourage the temporary 
workers that they referred to as “Scabs”. It 
was not uncommon for us to experience bro-
ken windshields and other vehicular damage 
while driving dad into and picking him up 
from work as we crossed the strike zone. The 
strikers would regularly launch steel shot via 
wrist mounted sling-shots, at us and workers 
like my dad.  

WEAPON OF WAR
In 2003, during the Iraq invasion; Saddam 
Hussein released a propaganda video demon-

strating how to use sling-shots as a weapon 
for insurgency. The Irish Republican Army 
(IRA) was also known to use the sling-shot as 
a weapon for guerrilla warfare. In 2017, the 
Philippine Scout Rangers, used sling-shots in 
the battle of Marawi against Maute and Abu 
Sayyaf terrorists. While serving in Afghanistan 
during deployments in 2003 and 2004, I used 
a sling shot while working in an up-gun posi-
tion in a vehicle. Children would swarm our 
vehicles in hopes that we would give them 
things such as pencils, water or other items. 
Crowds would swarm our vehicles in built-
up areas in protest as well. This was a hazard. 
There were several cases when insurgents 
were able to get close enough to our vehicles, 
they would launch rocks, shoot at us and even 
toss grenades into our vehicles.

I carried a wrist rocket style sling-shot in 
the cupola to launch small objects for chil-
dren, such as small pieces of candy and pen-
cils to get them away from our vehicles. If I 
could launch the objects away from the ve-
hicle they would chase after the objects. This 
avoided the likeliness of us accidentally hit-

ting them as we moved through the streets. 
The enemy was known to wait until children 
surrounded our vehicles and then attack us; 
almost always resulting in injuring children or 
worse. I also carried a supply of stones in the 
cupola for hostile mobs. The stones and sling-
shot worked as a less lethal measure and were 
a far better alternative than opening up with 
an M2HB .50 Caliber machinegun.

EVOLVING TECHNOLOGY
The very first sling-shots were constructed of 
a “Y” shaped branch or stick and vulcanized 
rubber was wrapped around each protruding 
branch. The projectile of choice would then 
be launched between the “V”. The basic sling-
shot has four basic parts.

The Handle: This is the base of the apparatus 
and is the bottom portion which is to be held 
with the non-firing/ (Support) hand.

The Frame or Fork: This is the top portion 
of the sling-shot that the catapult tether is at-
tached to.

Use a pinch grip with 
your strong side hand, 
using the index and 
middle finger along 
with the thumb.
Do not overgrip the
handle; this can
cause instability. 

HUNTING WITH THE SLING SHOT
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The Catapult tether: This is generally strong, 
flexible material to catapult the projectile.

The Pocket: This is generally centered on 
the tether and is used to contain the loaded 
projectile. This is pulled or cocked with the 
firing hand.

Over time the sling-shot has evolved from a 
crotched wood handle with rubber catapult 
to the invention of wrist stabilized technol-
ogy. In the 1950s the Wrist Rocket Company 
modified the traditional wood handles to bent 
aluminum alloy and added a brace to extend 
behind the wrist and counter torque from 
the bands. Rubber straps have been replaced 
with high tension rubber tubing. The leather 
pockets have been modified with synthetic 
and composite material. The accuracy and dis-
tance capabilities have increased in result to 
the advancement of technology. 

Sling-shots can fire projectiles such as: lead 
shot, steel bearings, stones, air-gun pellets, 
darts, arrows and scavenged items such as 
metal nuts, etc. Sling-shots are also used for 
fishing. Some fishermen will chum their prey 
by using a sling shot to hurl bait in the area 
that they wish to cast their line. They have 
been used to damage equipment, break win-
dows and other glass items, and take out lights 
without the noise associated with firearms. 

The sling-shot can be deadly within the 
range of 30 to 50 feet and can effectively de-

liver deadly force using arrows within 100 
feet. You can even use multiple projectiles for 
a shotgun effect.

FIRING 
When it comes to firing a sling-shot, one 
should treat it similarly to a firearm. The fun-
damentals of marksmanship apply. 

STANCE: A strong stable base is important. 
This will aid the shooter in stabilizing the 
weapon for maximal aim, as well as aiding 
in follow through and recovery. An advanced 
shooter may find they are capable of effec-
tively engaging in almost any position. 
• Feet approximately shoulder width apart
• Knees slightly bent
•  Body erect and slightly forward body 

slightly bladed with the support foot and 
shoulder forward

• Support arm locked and stable using 
bone support. (Bent arm shooting/
Muscular tension is unstable.)

• Head and neck erect

GRIP: Firm and stable, with the support-side 
hand. This means if you are right handed, 
your right side is your strong side. Your left 
side is support side. Do not over-grip the han-
dle, this can cause instability and throw off 
the aim and impact of the projectile. Do not 
put excessive pressure in any one portion of 
the hand/handle. Grip pressure should be 
even. When cocking, use a pinch grip with 
your strong side hand pinching the projectile 
within the pocket. The pinch grip is applied 
using the index and middle finger along with 
the thumb. 

SIGHT PICTURE AND ALIGNMENT: A 
sling-shot is a low velocity projectile weap-
on. There will be an arc of fire. It is best to 
practice with projectiles of the same size 
and weight in order to ensure consistency 
in aiming and impact. It is important to have 
consistent stance and grip and to understand 
the necessary hold for each distance and for 
each projectile used. One may sight with 
both eyes or either eye depending on eye 
dominance. 
• Choose a target
• Bring the sling -shot to the target placing 

the point of aim in the center of the fork 
or “V”

• Cock the tether
• Add or subtract any necessary elevation 

hold

BREATHING: Take a deep breath, then ex-
hale. At the bottom of the breathing cycle; 
your body is most stable. This is the point at 
which one should release the projectile.

RELEASE: Simply release the pocket/tether 
by opening the hand. The less input from the 
release hand the better. 

FOLLOW THROUGH AND RECOVERY: It is 
important that one understands the integrat-
ed act of firing is not complete until proper 
follow through and recovery have occurred. 
In order to ensure this, one must maintain 
proper, stable stance, position and aim until 
after the release of the projectile. The arc of 
fire is impacted by any extraneous movement 
even after the release of the projectile.

It is important to be consistent in using simi-
lar or same weighted and sized projectiles, 
the same body and hand positions the same 
stance, practicing the same grip etc. Consis-
tence will aid greatly in accuracy. Every state 
has different laws, regulatory standards and 
statutes for weapons. It is important that be-
fore purchasing or attempting to fabricate 
a sling-shot of any kind that you familiarize 
yourself with your local laws. Some states do 
not allow wrist mounted or arm braced sling-
shots.

The sling-shot is a versatile tool and weapon 
that can be easily transported and employed 
without advanced skills or training and it can 
be constructed with a wide range of impro-
vised materials. These small catapults can 
even be capable of deadly force. Although the 
sling-shot is not a primitive weapon, it is de-
rived from one of the most ancient weapons 
and it can still put food on your fire today.    3

BIO
Andrew Curtiss is a former member of the U.S. 
Army 3rd Special Forces Group (Airborne). He 
deployed around the world and is a profes-
sional Mixed Martial Arts athlete. He was the 
1995 amateur runner-up for NAKAs World 
Championship Kickboxing and National Ka-
rate Champion for various divisions (AIKA). 
Andrew holds blackbelts in Karate, Taekwon-
do and Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He is a Defensive 
Tactics Instructor for the United States State 
Department and author of Combat Appli-
cation Techniques, and 1984 Redux: Say 
Hello to Big Brother and Economic Col-
lapse. Instagram: ACurtiss78.  Andy is avail-
able for training and consulting. 

Ammunition can be lead shot, steel 
bearings, stones, air-gun pellets, and 
scavenged items such as metal nuts.
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This may be as simple as following 
human tracks a short distance on a 
beach, but anywhere else things be-

come more challenging. It may sound obvi-
ous, but the key to getting started is training 
your eyes to see tracks. We have several drills 
that we use to practice seeing the next foot-
print, but a good way to start is by using a 
“tracking stick”. In the field we will simply 
break a thin, straight branch off of a tree and 
use that. You can also use a measuring tape, 
your rifle, string or any other form to measure 
a known distance. Training your eyes to see 
tracks on the ground requires a lot of repeti-
tion. Your brain will act like a filing cabinet. 

The more you put into your filing cabinet 
the easier it will be to recall and recognize 
what you are seeing as tracks. Think about it 
like this, if you look at and study 5,000 partial 
human footprints, your brain will start to see 
and recognize tracks as your eyes glance over 
them. It’s the same concept as buying a new 
car. Right after you buy your new car, you will 
see your car everywhere you go. As you stare 
at tracks on the ground looking for the next 
partial track, the same thing will happen. 

As you are developing your skills and fill-
ing your filing cabinet with pictures you will 
need some help. The easiest way to find and 
see the next track is to reference the last 

known track. Unless the quarry suddenly 
jumped or started to run (both of which 
would leave clues you can see with a little ex-
perience), the next step will be within a few 
inches of the normal stride length. So, let’s say 
we are following a trail and we measure and 
notice that between each step (stride length; 
heel to heel) there is 19 inches. Depending 
on the right or left foot, injuries etc. the stride 
will vary, however it won’t vary much, so we 
don’t have to look far. It will only vary by a 
few inches. Knowing this, we can break off a 
stick and put one end on the heel of the right 
foot and then break off the stick or simply 
mark it, at the heel of the next step of the left 

At the very essence of 
tracking is being able to see 
and follow a track. 

FROM 
TRACKING 
STICK TO 
MASTER 
TRACKER

Learn how to track any quarry 
- this one is a bear.

BY KELLY ALWOOD

PIXABAY - IVABALK

PIXABAY - LANCELOT21US
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foot, for example. What you are looking for 
may be as faint as a few pressed grass blades, 
disturbed dust or moss scuffed on a stone, 
but now you know where to be looking for 
those details.

Looking at your last known print, simply 
place one end of your tracking stick on the 
heel and then point the other end where the 
next track should be according to the direc-
tion of travel. By moving the forward end 
around a radius of the heel of the last print, 
you will find your next track. Using a tracking 
stick will help you find and see the next track 
more easily, allowing you to fill your filing 
cabinet until you see tracks, even tiny partial 

tracks, without it. As 
you start to fill your 
cabinet with track 
pictures you will 
notice that within a 
few hundred tracks 
you will easily start 
to see the next track 
without the help of 

your tracking stick. When this happens, you 
can discard the stick and use only your eyes 
to further train your brain to see tracks. A 
track is simply where someone stepped. They 
may have been standing, walking, running or 
climbing, but they did step there. As we dis-
cussed, not all tracks will be full recognizable 
footprints. In fact, about 80 percent of tracks 
are only partial prints. This means that your 
brain will start to see the partial prints and 
recognize them as tracks. This is what we are 
looking for, as the more experience you get, 
the more picture files are in your cabinet and 
you will need less of a whole track to see and 
find tracks and steps in the future. As you con-

tinually look for the next step, your brain will 
log all the partial prints as tracks and start to 
readily recognize them. When challenged, al-
ter your perspective. Look from a lower an-
gle. Different lighting and different shadows 
can make what was missing stand out.

Now that you are seeing tracks on your 
own, you have passed step one; seeing and 
following tracks. This is just the beginning. 
To follow someone through a given terrain 
does not make you a master tracker, getting in 
front of your quarry or catching up to them 
does. Being able to interpret spoor (partial 
tracks and track indicators) and anticipate 
their next move so you can make up the time 
and distance gap to catch up to them is the 
master level of combat and tactical tracking. 
If you can only follow track to track, you will 
logically remain behind the quarry. Think 
about law enforcement applications of this. 
A car thief is pulled over in a stolen car, she 
jumps out of the car and runs into the woods 
near a subdivision. At this point does follow-
ing the tracks for an hour accomplish the 

A few pressed grass blades, 
disturbed dust, scuffs and broken 

twigs can all signify the quarry has 
been through the area.

Place one end of your tracking stick 
on the heel and then point the other 
end where the next track should be 
according to the direction of travel.

80 percent of tracks 
are only partial prints. 

PIXABAY - GM
M

FREERANGESTOCK - CHANCEAGRELLA
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goal? No, she simply used her cell phone and 
called a friend to pick her up. A master track-
er will not only be able to follow the quarry, 
but be able to catch up to them before they 
disappear. If the officer was a master tracker, 
he could analyze the tracks to make an edu-
cated guess where she was going, and then 
cut her off before she escaped. 

So, we can see the next progression is to 
not just follow the tracks step by step, but to 
read the tracks and predict future direction 
and behavior so we can catch up to, and even 
get ahead of, the quarry. Any good amateur 
tracker can follow one track to the next, but 
only the master trackers can read the tracks to 
determine how to catch up and get ahead of 
their quarry to facilitate a capture or kill. This 
will require practice. A little reading helps, 
but hours and hours of tracking and obser-
vation of human behavior is the only thing 
that produces the skill. Once you start to get 
inside the mind and behavior of your quarry 
through their tracks, you will understand 
what they are trying to do. You will be able 
to not only follow, but to predict their future 
behavior.  A simple example of this would be 
a tracker following his quarry and noticing 
pertinent details about them to predict their 
future behavior and course of action. Maybe 
the tracks suggest the quarry is heading for a 
village, but rerouting, apparently, to avoid get-
ting wet in a stream. Is this because it is near 
freezing out and prolonged exposure would 
mean death without a change of clothes or is 
the climate comfortable? Maybe it is simply a 
matter of convenience; something that might 
suggest the quarry is unaware they are in dan-
ger. Did the rerouting suggest that the quarry 
was surprised by, and unfamiliar with, the 
lay of the land? Maybe you have seen indica-
tions that your quarry dug right-handed with 
a shovel or entrenching tool. Maybe he is 
consistently drifting off his apparent course 
to the right. A good tracker notices quickly if 
the person they are following is right-handed. 
Knowing this, knowing the terrain and the di-
rection of travel, he can know that the target 
will soon run into a cliff, effectively making it 
a T junction and they will be forced to turn in 
one direction. Let’s say all indicators are that 
the quarry is unfamiliar with the area and is 
trying to hastily get away with no long-term 
planning done. Knowing their speed and 
direction of travel, the tracker can calculate 
when they will reach the cliff and which way 
they will most likely turn (left, because they 
are right handed). This now gives the tracker 

the opportunity to cut the time and distance 
gap and actually get ahead of their target.

Think about the same tracker now attempt-
ing to locate a missing child in the woods. 
Again, because he knows their direction of 
travel, speed, left handed norm, the terrain 
features, etc., the tracker can accurately pre-
dict the behavior, direction and distance of 
the missing child. Because the tracker also 
knows that lost people walk in circles in the 
direction of their dominant hand, he knows 
that without other influence on the child 
(like injuring a leg) the child will walk in a 
big counter clockwise circle.

Think what other predictions you can 
make by gathering information on scene. 
You could tell if it rained heavily the night 
before and this would lend you to believe 
that the creek is full and running, so the child 
will most likely not try to cross it as its looks 
deep and scary. If the tracker noticed a limp 
in the tracks, then he could predict behav-
ior such as slowing down soon, the desire 
to walk on level ground, not go up or down 
and most likely looking for a place to hide 
rather than staying on the move. The tracker 
can observe the urination of the quarry and 
determine that they are very dehydrated. 
This would tell us that the target is thirsty 
and will be looking for water over looking 
for the fastest way out. We could also predict 
that instincts will likely determine where he 
goes and what he does, and less cognitive 

thinking will go into making his decisions.
The key to gaining these abilities is prac-

tice. Trailing track to track is the first skill to 
acquire for a tracker and the tracking stick 
can be the training wheels that take you from 
being able to follow a person a short distance 
on a beach to being able to follow spoor 
as small as tiny scrapes, scuffs and pressed 
blades of grass over miles. Time observing 
and people watching, time studying human 
behavior and time following tracks builds 
the skill of the master tracker; a person who 
can predict where their quarry is going and 
either get to a cutoff point or coordinate a 

teammate’s maneuvering there to intercept 
them. The more tracks you follow, the more 
you will pick up intuitively. Formal training 
and proper instruction from a real-life combat 
tracker can speed up your learning curve, but 
nothing will take the place of practice and 
observation of footprints and trails. The more 
you follow them the more you will learn.   3

BIO
Kelly Alwood has served as a security consul-

tant in Southeast Asia, and Southwest Asia 

including: India, Iraq and Afghanistan. He 

provided security services in support of Hur-

ricane Ike, Hurricane Gustav, Hurricane Ka-

trina and the Asian tsunami. He is a partner 

in OnPoint Tactical, and provides instruction 

in urban escape and evasion, tracking and 

survival.www.kellyalwood.com.

A good tracker knows the lost tend to walk in circles in the 
direction of their dominant hand. The tracker can combine 

this with knowledge of speed, gait, direction and terrain and 
be able to predict where the person will be.

PIXABAY - PEXELS
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After each active shooter incident occurs, I attempt to learn as much as possible about 
the incident: how it started, what the initial response was, what the survivors did, and 
what could a person or persons who were skilled in the use of their firearms and tactically 
proficient operating as a team have done to stop it. 

I recognize there is a large number of 
citizens who have taken training beyond 
the basics required by their state for a 

concealed carry license. Citizens have taken 
courses on concealed carry tactics, they have 
practiced live fire draws from concealment, 
and some understand cover and concealment. 
Smart citizens know the limits of their own 
skills and the limits of their everyday carry 
weapon (limited number of rounds, maybe a 
spare magazine, maybe not). Trained citizens 

have solutions in mind for a number of criti-
cal incidents: the ATM robber, the home inva-
sion and maybe the active shooter at work 
or in a commercial environment. These train-
ing courses are often labeled advanced pistol 
or pistol tactics. At 360 Tactical Training one 
of our top requested courses is Citizen Re-
sponse to Active Shooter (CRAS). This course 
requires that you know how to shoot safely, 
and reload prior to attending. Our CRAS is a 
solution and footwork course, showing you 

what to do and how to work with your com-
petent armed friend who is with you when 
trouble strikes.

Two is better than one for sure, and two 
people trained to work as a unit is exponen-
tially better. We have a few guiding principles 
to keep in mind when shooting and when 
shooting as part of a team.

One: we shoot better when we stand still.
Two: it is a crowded world out there. We 

are going to bump into things and each other, 

TWO MAN 

BY KENT O’DONNELL PHOTOS COURTESY 360WORLDWIDESECURITY.COM

SHOOTING SKILLS
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but as long as our muzzles are even, we can 
both shoot. Do not shoot from behind your 
partner when in close proximity to each 
other.

Three: most of our defensive shooting is to 
break contact with the bad guy; in essence 
fighting our way out of danger and to safety.

Four: in the rare event we need move to-
ward the assailant or assailants, look to flank 
the bad guy or bad guys. 

I like the following drills to prepare citi-
zens to work as a two-person team during a 
critical incident. You should remember when 
training, it is not about speed, it is about learn-
ing to do the skill (foot work/weapon han-
dling) precisely and safely. Speed will come, 
but practice slowly so your mind develops a 
blue print of the best solution for it to Google 
up and present to you in the event of a dy-
namic critical incident. 

IT’S A CROWDED WORLD DRILL: 
On a standard firing line, you and your friend 
stand about arm’s distance away from each 
other. We like to take a step to get off the X 
when drawing the weapon, but stand still and 
shoot. On the “threat” command, both shoot-
ers step left. Your left foot must take an overly 
large lateral step, as your right foot lands, 
placing you in a good shooting stance, your 
arms should reach full extension and you 
should fire two or three rounds. We reset and 
now go to the right. Cues for this drill are: 
on command of “threat” you “step” and then 
“place” then second foot, as you place, the 
arms reach full extension and the split sec-
ond you have stopped moving you are shoot-
ing. Once you have this down, you can step 
either way (your choice) on the threat com-
mand. The key is when you and your team 
mate bump in to each other’s shoulders, as 

long as the end of the weapon is even, you 
can both shoot. If not, the person whose muz-
zle is not on the line, so to speak, cannot fire, 
but must step away and then fire. We cannot 
fire with our muzzle behind another shooter 
as the blast that exits the weapon can harm 
our partner—especially if you are shooting a 
compensated weapon. If you were way be-
hind the other shooter (as could happen in 
a real incident,) the shooter in front of you 
may in fact move into your line of fire, so, in 
the initial response, if not even, you cannot 
shoot. You must step to a location where you 
are even and then engage target.

THREE WAYS TO MOVE 
WITH A GUN: 
First method, your hand on your weapon with 
it still holstered. We call this, staged. If your 
thoughts start with, “I think”, “it might be”, “I 
am not sure”, “could be gunfire”, then leave 
your gun in the holster, hand staged. You will 
be well positioned if you need your gun, but 
you will bring minimal attention to yourself 
should it not be gunfire. The drill starts at the 
25-yard line. Walking forward with your friend 
an arm length away from you, hand staged. On 
the “threat” command, stop walking, lateral 
step and shoot two rounds. As in the previous 
drill, it is a crowded world. Only shoot when 

SPEAR STAGED

The SPEAR method 
helps you move 

through a crowd, and 
the staged method is 

more discreet.
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muzzles are even. Second method is walking 
with your weapon at the position Max Joseph 
termed: Sul. You are sure there has been 
gunfire and you are now on the move. Position 
Sul (Ed.:Portuguese for South) is like a 
modified high compressed ready. The pistol is 
held parallel to your sternum, muzzle pointed 
straight down (in front of toes), support hand 
under the weapon and thumbs make a box. 
Some will raise the elbow but here we are 
trying to blend in, so I keep my elbows along 
my body. The benefit is that the muzzle is not 
prematurely pointed at anybody (bystanders), 
it is difficult to take the gun away, but provides 
quick presentation. When you go to shoot, the 
muzzle raises to the target as the hands come 
together in high compressed ready. The drill 
starts at the 25-yard line. Walking forward 
with your friend an arm length away from 
you, hands staged. On the “threat” command, 
stop walking, lateral step and shoot two. As 
in the previous drill, it is a crowded world. 
Only shoot when muzzles are even. I like 
to do this drill several times with magazine 
reloads as needed. When the shooters reach 
the one-yard line, return to Sul and walk up 
range to the 25 and begin again.  The final 
method is to SPEAR your way through a 
crowd. Borrowing a technique inspired by 
Tony Blauer’s defensive tactics, hold your 

support arm out like an angled snowplow 
blade, hold the gun at a one-handed Sul. If 
you need to shoot, bring the support hand 
to your chest and then engage from the high 
compressed as needed. Go slow. Your support 
hand comes to the chest and the fingers are 
pointed straight down range, the muzzle 
never covers any part of your body. After a 
few reps standing still and transitioning to a 
two-handed grip then shooting you can again 
move to the 25 and walk forward as with the 
other two drills.

I will use the following terms in the next 
drills:

Contact: front, left, right, rear. Contact lets 
your team know you see the bad guy, and 
then from what direction. This is also used by 
police and others to designate who will go 
hands on with the bad guy. The person who 
is covering must always be able to engage 
with deadly force, the contact person gives 
all verbal commands and goes hands on the 
bad guy for cuffing or searching. 

Covering: The act of a person watching or 
watching for the bad guy. An example, you 

hear shooting but not sure exactly where it 
is coming from, you watch the general direc-
tion, covering, while your team mate moves. 
You might be shooting at the bad guy, cover-
ing, while your team mate moves to flank the 
bad guy for a better shot.

Moving: Lets your team mate know you are 
moving to a new location. Upon arrival you 
will cover for them to move.

Once we can move with our gun using sev-
eral methods, we add some footwork. Once 
we learn where the bad guy is, as team mates 
we want to create some distance between us 
and the bad guy or make the bad guy have 
to engage us each individually, rather than 
both of us at one location. This gives us the 
advantage, taking back initiative. This starts 
the ground work for us to “break contact” or 
leave the area, or if needed; because it is in 
our work place or our family is between us 
and the bad guy we are now setting up to 
flank the bad guy. Either way, one of us stands 
still and “covers” the other’s movement. Cov-
ering can be engaging the suspect with con-
trolled fire if we are able to engage the bad 

SUL

After you learn your method 
of presentation, it’s time to 
learn how to move.

For position Sul, the muzzle 
is not prematurely pointed at 
anybody, it is difficult to take 
the gun away, but provides 
quick presentation.
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guy, or just watching in the direction of the 
potential contact.

BREAK CONTACT DRILL: 
This can be used with two shooters or one 
shooter evacuating unarmed persons. Both 
shooters start at the same location. For safety, 
the shooter on the right side will engage a 
target well out to the right, I like to paint it 
green to limit confusion. The left side shoot-
er engages a target well out to the left side, 
painted red. Each shooter can only shoot 
their predesignated target. On command of 
“threat or contact” each shooter draws and 
shoots their target two times. In the pause, (as 
the instructor, I usually predesignate who will 
move first) one shooter yells, “moving.” The 
other replies, “covering” and fires at the target 
at a slow pace. The mover goes to the next 
barricade and yells, “covering” while their fin-
ger is straight and off the trigger, but pointed 
at the target, for this example the green side 
(right) moved first, so he will always bound 
out turning to the right and the left or red al-
ways turns left, this avoids crossing your team 
mate’s line of fire. This is a drill for bounding 
out of contact using objects that provide 
cover or concealment that are in a single file 
line. Version two is to have lines of objects 

that they can bound out using as cover with 
a single threat in the center or threat to the 
side. Version three, one bad guy with four 
barricades on line and the shooters bound 
from left to right or right to left.

FLANKING:
 As you will see on far too many police shoot-
ing videos, the bad guy is in a covered po-
sition, shooting it out with the cops who 
bunch up in the same area and shoot back. 
The result is a lot of rounds fired by friend-
lies and few hits. To win faster with fewer 
rounds fired, we need to work on flanking 
the bad guys while using the same concepts 
as bounding to break contact, but this time 
moving forward. This would be used to de-
feat an active shooter in the work place or 
the situation where you need to move for-
ward because a family member is between 
you and the bad guy and you cannot break 
contact and leave them behind. The setup 
for this drill is, you can only see the arm of 
the bad guy shooting at you, simulated by us-
ing a three-inch black circle. Then as shooter 
one engages the suspect, the second shooter 
moves away at an angle and forward. Upon 
arrival at the barricade, the shooter engages 
and yells, “covering”, the first shooter then 

bounds past the second to position three. I 
like to use a mannequin as a target for this 
drill. It helps shooters get a real perspective 
on how much more they can see if they flank 
the bad guy and stop just punching it out toe 
to toe.

Shooters first need safe gun handling skills 
and proficiency in operating their firearms. If 
guns are to be used for defense, then tactical 
thought and training must be conducted. Any 
time you can confront a critical incident as a 
competent team rather than as an individual, 
it is to your benefit. The 360 CRAS course is 
an opportunity to practice some of those 
skills, but no matter where you train, train 
safely and check local laws to make sure your 
defensive plans are legal.    3

BIO
Kent O’Donnell is a former Recon Marine 
and a retired police sergeant. He spent most 
of his career on his department’s SWAT team.  
Kent has done risk and security audits 
and training throughout west Africa, South 
America and Europe and provided weap-
ons and tactics training around the world.  
Kent worked on a  U.S. government project 
in Libya for six months and currently serves 
www.360worldwidesecurity.com.

With two shooters, the one 
on the left will bound left, 
and the one on the right will 
bound right. This is to avoid 
crossing your teammate’s 
line of fire.

Bounding out of 
a single lane.

If you’re confronting an incident 
as a team, it’s important to learn 
how to work as a team.
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In the month of October 1979, I learned 
the truth of Dale Earnhardt’s statement. 
During my service as an officer in the 

1960s Army I was fortunate to qualify for he-
licopter flight school and then I spent a year 
in Vietnam flying UH-1 (Huey) slicks and gun-
ships for almost 1000 hours. After Vietnam, 
my next posting was to Ft. Wolters, Texas, fly-
ing another 500+ hours as a Primary Flight 
Instructor, turning pedestrians into basic he-
licopter pilots. 

After completing my active duty with the 
Army in 1969, I was ultimately hired as a 
special agent by the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics 
and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD, which later be-
came DEA) and posted to the Miami Regional 
Office’s Intelligence and International Unit.

When BNDD formed its’ air wing in 1972, 

I was selected as one of the agency’s first 
agent/pilots because of my military flight 
background. We were equipped with both 
fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft. Our ter-
ritory included the entire Caribbean, but 
air wing activities took us over most of the 
U.S., Mexico and a great deal of Central and 
South America. We worked both covert (un-
dercover) and overt anti-drug investigations. 
The air wing was an entirely new concept 
within the agency. There were no standard 
operating procedures, so we, the first cohort 
of agent/pilots, were free to “write the book” 
on aviation drug enforcement operations—
as long as we didn’t break any laws or hurt 
anyone. Common sense was the order of the 
day; it’s hard to imagine the freedom we en-
joyed. Since Vietnam, adrenaline (legal, free, 

and always available) had become my drug 
of choice, so I relished every moment of this 
job. This was the era of the “cocaine cowboys” 
in Miami, when on any given day a resident 
might go out to pick up his newspaper and 
find a freshly murdered drug trafficker out-
side his door. Marijuana bales literally rained 
from the skies over South Florida – including 
Miami proper.

DEA Miami was assigned a pop-out float-
equipped Hughes 500C helicopter which we 
used both domestically and over water in the 
Bahamas. During one particular interagency 
smuggling interdiction operation DEA was 
partnered with U.S. Customs Air Interdiction 
and some other agencies in efforts to curtail 
air and marine smuggling operations in and 
around South Florida. The majority of this 

BY JOHN STEVENSON PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR

“I’d Rather Be Lucky Than Good Any Day” 
-Dale Earnhardt, NASCAR Champion

SURVIVING A 
HELICOPTER 

CRASH
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SURVIVING A HELICOPTER CRASH

illicit activity occurred during the hours of 
darkness. Most of our operations were con-
ducted at night, but on this day, I happened to 
be the only DEA pilot working day shift, per-
forming routine, mostly administrative, duties. 
During the late morning I received an urgent 
scramble mission request from the project’s 
operations center.

The mission that ops was requesting re-
quired me to attempt to intercept a twin-en-
gine Aero Commander, a civilian private air-
craft normally used for executive transport. It 
had been detected by radar and intercepted 
by Customs interceptors over the Bahamas. 
The aircraft appeared to be inbound to the 
South Florida area and was most likely carry-
ing contraband. The give-away in that regard 
was that the aircraft was not on an FAA flight 
plan and was not in radio contact with any 
air traffic control facility. Additionally, its radar 
transponder was not broadcasting (“squawk-
ing”) a code to identify it on radar to FAA Air 
Traffic Controllers—a pretty sure sign of il-
legal smuggling activity.

The command center instructed me to fly 
from Miami’s Opa Locka Airport, the DEA 
Air Wing base of operations, to a West Palm 
Beach area airport, a distance of about 60 
miles. I was to pick up a “bust” team of Cus-
toms Patrol Officers, then take off, intercept 
and apprehend the smuggler wherever he 
landed. 

The Aero Commander was faster than a 
helicopter and had longer range, so, I instinc-
tively knew it would not be likely that the 
laws of physics could be manipulated or sus-
pended to allow me to accomplish that feat, 
especially with so many unknowns, the main 
one being his intended destination. My fuel 
range could easily become a major limitation 
if he did not land fairly soon after crossing the 
Florida coast. 

I believed this was a “mission impossible” 
but the air wing had been the subject of re-
cent criticism for “lack of aggressiveness” be-
cause we had tried to advise some non-pilot 
special project managers of the realistic 
limitations of our aircraft. We didn’t normally 
operate as “scramble ready” and did not regu-
larly “cock” the aircraft except for special pre-
planned missions. I was just there working 
on a routine day shift which included trying 
to make sure our aircraft were ready for the 
more active night shift. Given the situation, I 
decided to do all I could and rushed out to 
the aircraft where I found an avionics tech 
working on the intercom system. I told him 
to button it up as I ran over to move our jeep-
mounted auxiliary power unit (APU) into 
position to start the helicopter. I then leapt 
in, started the bird, leapt out, moved the APU 
jeep away and leapt back in for takeoff. The 
helicopter was parked on a wheeled ground-
handling dolly (platform) which was backed 

up to the doors of a three-story high hangar 
with another helicopter parked to my right 
and a still running Bell Jet Ranger helicopter 
that had just landed on the dolly in front of 
me.

The Jet Ranger pilot had his rear seat pas-
senger signal me that he would keep his ro-
tor rpm’s up till I had taken off. This would 
prevent my strong rotor downwash from pos-
sibly blowing his slow-turning, thus highly 
flexible rotor blades down into his tail boom 
thereby cutting it off or damaging it. This fur-
ther added to my sense of urgency to get into 
the air. After I was strapped in, with the en-
gine running, I scanned the instruments and 
all seemed normal. The ship was ready, so I 
snatched in a big hairy handful of collective 
pitch to take off quickly and get up and over 
the Jet Ranger with a minimum of downwash.

Since the last time I had flown this bird, 
one of the other DEA pilots had had an anti-
torque pedal lock locally fabricated. He did 
this, I suspect, because he couldn’t stand 
the asymmetry of the spring-loaded pedals. 
At rest, the left pedal was fully forward due 
to a factory-installed compensation spring 
to balance anti-torque control with a more 
powerful engine installed in the C-Model. 
This control lock modification was unauthor-
ized by Hughes Aircraft and unauthorized by 
DEA management. Under normal conditions, 
a pilot would necessarily test the freedom of 

Never forego a thorough and 
complete preflight inspection.
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movement of the anti-torque system pedals 
before flight. He would do this when getting 
seated for takeoff by moving the pedals to 
the neutral position. However, in the urgency 
of the moment, all seemed normal to me be-
cause the pedals were in the normal neutral 
position for takeoff, locked there by that pes-
ky unauthorized lock. 

Sometime earlier my fellow pilot had ca-
sually advised me about the lock and had it 
painted red, but added no flagging, labeling 
or other safeguards to keep someone from 
taking off with the lock installed. I promptly 
forgot about it since I was primarily flying 
DEA’s fixed wing aircraft at the time. With no 
ability to compensate for the sudden yaw-
ing (turning) moment to the right caused by 
the massive torque required for a maximum 
performance vertical takeoff, the ship went 
corkscrewing up the side of the hangar. I im-
mediately looked down at the pedals to see 
why they were frozen in place and saw the 
lock and figured out the problem—about one 
second too late. After making an unsuccess-
ful attempt to dislodge the lock I tried to get 
the ship away from the hangar thinking that 
maybe with altitude and space I would be 
able to either extract the lock or autorotate 
into a clear area of the ramp. Nothing worked, 
so I autorotated back to the dolly, almost mak-
ing it, but was a bit too far off center and she 
rolled onto her left side and proceeded to 
beat herself to death in the only clear space 
around. I, enraged and embarrassed was shak-
en up a bit and fairly bruised, but at least I 
was alive. I wasn’t badly hurt, but my left foot 
was trapped in the wreckage. The engine was 
still spooled up and all fuel tanks were above 
me. I pulled the fuel shutoff … completely 
out of the panel! A courageous bystander ran 
up, extricated my foot, then the rest of me 
and dragged me clear before the engine even 
shut off. I owe him a debt of thanks, but I nev-
er found out his name.

Upon reflection, I might have continued 
corkscrewing upward until I was above the 
hangar roof. This would have allowed me 
plenty of room to experiment with removing 
the lock and slowing the spin by reducing 
power somewhat, but every time the hangar 
doors flashed by only a few scant feet away 
as the helicopter’s spin accelerated, I was re-
minded of the total catastrophe that would 
surely result if it happened to drift into the 
looming building under the current condi-
tions. So, right or wrong, I elected to initiate 
an autorotation which would eliminate the 

torque–induced spin and possibly allow me 
some modicum of control as I completed the 
autorotation without the distraction of an un-
controlled spin.

My takeaway from this is that if you’re go-
ing to crash a helicopter, crash a Hughes 500. 
The egg shape of its’ design is the strongest 
structure possible (for the weight and mate-
rials), making it, a “safe” container (as much 
as possible) for a human to crash to earth in. 
Fuel shutoff is available in many helicopters. 
In this case, fuel leakage was a huge concern 
since I was trapped in the wreckage with 
the helo lying on its side with full tanks. The 
shutoff doesn’t instantly kill the engine, but it 
stops the fuel pumps from feeding more fuel 
into the problem. Another hazard to escap-
ing a helicopter crash is spinning rotors. This 
Hughes 500 didn’t have a rotor brake, but 
some helicopters do. In this case the rotors 
disintegrated as soon as the ship rolled on its’ 
side and were no longer a threat to me or any-
one attempting to render assistance. Exiting 
as soon as the helo stopped moving to get 
away from the fire hazard would have been 
my first choice, but I was pinned and needed 
assistance to get out. Had I gone down in 
water I would have liked to have freshly re-
viewed disconnecting myself and egress pro-
cedures. In this case, the aircraft had pop-out 
floats, but most helicopters don’t have that 
feature. Fully belted in with standard quick 
release buckles is always best. I was operat-
ing this civilian aircraft with a headset (no 
helmet) as is standard, but helmets are cer-
tainly beneficial in crashes. When exiting a 
helicopter, it is always important to keep in 
mind where the tail rotor is and that it may 
be oriented differently and still moving after 
a crash. In this case it was severed and not a 
factor. If multiple people are aboard, a linkup 
plan (such as: “meet x distance off the nose”) 
can be useful after a crash. Each aircraft has 
its’ own emergency procedures that should 
be studied and adhered to… and never, never, 
never forego a thorough and complete pre-
flight inspection.   3

   
BIO 
John Stevenson (Jr) is a former U.S. Army 
helicopter pilot and instructor pilot. He flew 
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DEA and as an Air Interdiction Officer with 
the U.S. Customs Air Unit at Homestead AFB, 
Florida.
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Whether you are facing a battalion of AK-47 wielding communists, the challenges of providing for 
your family or looking for the courage to speak an unpopular truth, there are times when each of us 
can use a little inspiration. Sometimes it helps to put your challenges in perspective. Sometimes it’s 
encouraging to see how selfless human beings can be. This account is one citation from Shriver’s 
numerous awards for valor. “Mad Dog” Jerry Shriver was last seen alive on April 24, 1969 attacking 
a vastly larger North Vietnamese force in order to relieve pressure on his MACV-SOG recon team.

P R O F I L E S  O F  COURAGE

The President of the United States 
of America, authorized by Act of 
Congress, July 8, 1918 (amended 

by act of July 25, 1963), takes pleasure in 
presenting the Silver Star to Staff Sergeant 
Jerry Michael Shriver, United States Army, 
for conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity 
in action while serving with Command and 
Control South, 5th Special Forces Group 
(Airborne), 1st Special Forces, in the Re-
public of Vietnam. Staff Sergeant Shriver 
distinguished himself on 27 October 1966 
while serving as assistant team leader of 
a four man Special Forces reconnaissance 

team on a combat mission deep in hostile 
territory. While moving through thick jun-
gle terrain, his team was attacked by a nu-
merically superior Viet Cong force. Sergeant 
Shriver and his men succeeded in repulsing 
the first attack and immediately pulled back 
into a defensive perimeter. He then moved 
out of the perimeter to reach the body of a 
dead insurgent in an attempt to gain intelli-
gence material. The Viet Cong had removed 
all equipment from the body, so he moved 
back, passing within ten meters of two in-
surgents. He attempted to make radio con-
tact with friendly forces, but was unable to 

in the thick terrain. The enemy forces soon 
surrounded his team, but he directed heavy 
fire on them and repulsed their numerous 
probes. Finally making contact, he called 
in air strikes on the Viet Cong positions to 
cover evacuation operations. Because of 
the terrain and heavy firing, the helicopters 
were only able to hoist one man at a time. 
Sergeant Shriver volunteered to remain on 
the ground to cover the operations and di-
rected deadly fire on the concentrated at-
tacks by the hostile soldiers. Ignoring the 
hail of bullets striking around him, he fought 
furiously until all his men were aboard.   3

JERRY 
SHRIVER

The enemy forces 
soon surrounded his 
team, but he directed 
heavy fire on them...




