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Introduction: Why the NRA Guide to Reloading H is
a Shooter’s Essential Companion

For generations of shooters, the quest for accuracy, cost savings, and self-sufficiency
has led down a fascinating path: the art and science of metallic cartridge reloading.
Among the many resources available, few carry the weight, authority, and practical
wisdom of the NRA Guide to Reloading H. This isn't just another manual; it is a
carefully curated reference that embodies decades of ballistic research, safety
protocols, and field-tested techniques. Whether you are a novice looking to load your
first box of .38 Special or a seasoned competitor seeking precision loads for a match-
grade 1911, understanding the principles within this guide is a pivotal step. This article
explores the core components of reloading using this respected handbook, covering
everything from fundamental safety to advanced load development, all while
emphasizing the natural flow and discipline that the NRA resource instills.

Understanding the Foundation: What the NRA
Guide to Reloading H Covers

The "H" in the title often signifies the handgun reloading segment of the NRA's
comprehensive library, though the principles apply broadly to straight-wall and tapered
pistol cartridges. This guide is unique because it combines reloading theory with the
institutional knowledge of the NRA. It does not simply list powder charges; it explains
why certain powders perform better, how bullet seating depth affects pressure, and
what safety checks are non-negotiable. The guide serves as a bridge between raw
components—primers, brass, powder, and bullets—and a finished, reliable cartridge. By
relying on this resource, reloaders learn to think critically about each step, reducing the
risk of errors and enhancing the performance of their firearms.

The Core Philosophy: Safety as the First Priority

Before discussing equipment or techniques, the NRA Guide to Reloading H instills one
overriding principle: safety is paramount. Reloading is a precise mechanical and
chemical process, and shortcuts can lead to catastrophic failures. The guide
emphasizes the importance of maintaining a clean, organized workspace, free from
distractions. It advises against loading while fatigued or under the influence of any
substances. A key takeaway is the "single-source" rule: never work from memory or
guesswork. Always consult the exact load data from the manual for the specific bullet
weight, powder type, and primer. The guide also stresses the necessity of using a
reliable powder scale and regularly checking your equipment for wear. This disciplined
approach, taught by the NRA, forms the bedrock upon which all successful reloading is
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built.

Essential Equipment Recommended in the NRA
Guide to Reloading H

The guide does not assume every reloader has a fully automated progressive press.
Instead, it provides a realistic overview of what is needed to start loading safe, accurate
handgun ammunition. The equipment choices are presented with clear
recommendations for both budget-conscious beginners and advanced enthusiasts.
Understanding the function of each tool is crucial.

1. The Reloading Press: Single-Stage vs. Progressive

The NRA Guide to Reloading H typically recommends starting with a single-stage
press. This type of press performs one operation at a time—sizing, depriming,
expanding, seating, and crimping. It forces the reloader to focus on each step, building
foundational knowledge. For someone new to the hobby, a single-stage press is
forgiving and far less likely to result in a double charge or a missed primer. As the
reloader gains experience, the guide discusses the merits of progressive presses, which
rotate through multiple stations with a single pull of the handle. However, the manual
consistently notes that speed should never compromise safety, and a progressive press
requires constant vigilance and familiarity with the process.

2. Critical Measuring Tools

Without precise measurement, reloading is guesswork. The NRA guide dedicates
significant attention to the tools of measurement. A digital or beam scale is non-
negotiable for powder charges. The guide outlines how to calibrate a scale and why
consistency within 0.1 grains is vital for pressure safety. Additionally, a caliper is
essential for measuring cartridge overall length (COAL) and case length. The guide
provides clear tables for recommended lengths, explaining how an overly long cartridge
may not chamber, while a too-short cartridge can increase pressure or cause erratic
ignition. These measurement tools are the reloader’s eyes, ensuring every round meets
the specifications outlined in the manual.

3. Case Preparation Gear

The NRA Guide to Reloading H underscores that a case must be properly prepared to
function safely. This includes a case tumbler for cleaning, a case trimmer to ensure
uniformity, and a chamfer/deburring tool to remove sharp edges. The guide explains
that dirty brass can hide cracks or defects, while improperly trimmed cases can lead to
crimping problems. It also covers the importance of inspecting each case for signs of
incipient case head separation, a dangerous condition that can occur after multiple
reloading cycles. This level of detailed preparation is what separates a haphazard
reloder from a disciplined one.
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Step-by-Step Process: Using the NRA Guide to
Reloading H

Following the guide systematically ensures consistent results. Let’s walk through the
major steps as outlined, from decapping to final inspection. Each stage has specific
warnings and tips derived from the NRA's extensive research.

Step 1: Sizing and Depriming

The first mechanical action is to size the fired case back to factory specifications and
remove the spent primer. The NRA guide warns against over-lubricating cases, which
can cause dents or hydraulic pressure issues. For straight-wall handgun cases, a
carbide sizing die often eliminates the need for lubrication. The guide explains the feel
of proper resistance—the press handle should move smoothly without excessive force.
If a case sticks, it often indicates insufficient lubrication or a burr in the die. Learning to
recognize these tactile cues is a skill the guide cultivates through experience and
careful reading.

Step 2: Priming

Priming is often overlooked, yet it is critical for ignition consistency. The NRA Guide to
Reloading H provides explicit instructions on how to seat primers to the correct depth. A
primer seated too high can cause misfires or slam-fires in semi-automatic pistols. A
primer seated too deep can alter the sensitivity of the primer compound. The guide
recommends using a dedicated priming tool or a priming arm on the press, advising
that the primer should be seated slightly below the case head—typically 0.003 to 0.005
inches. A tactile "bottoming out" feel is the goal. This precision ensures every charge
ignites uniformly.

Step 3: Charging with Powder

This is the most critical and potentially hazardous stage. The guide is unequivocal: use
only the powder listed in the manual for your specific bullet and case
combination. The NRA Guide to Reloading H provides extensive data tables, and
reloaders must adhere strictly to the starting load. The guide recommends a two-step
verification process: visually inspect every case after charging to confirm the powder
level is consistent, and periodically weigh a charged case on a scale. It also discusses
the dangers of double charging, especially with fast-burning pistol powders in large
cases. For this reason, many experienced reloaders using a single-stage press charge
all cases in a loading block before seating bullets, allowing one final visual check of the
entire batch.

Step 4: Bullet Seating and Crimping

With the powder charged, the bullet must be seated to the correct depth and given a
consistent crimp. For semi-automatic handguns, the NRA guide explains that proper
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headspace is achieved through the mouth of the case (the case mouth headspaces on
the chamber’s ledge). Therefore, the crimp must be sufficient to remove the bell from
the case mouth but not so aggressive that it bulges the case. The guide also covers the
concept of taper crimp versus roll crimp, explaining that most auto pistol cartridges
require a taper crimp for reliable feeding. Bullet seating depth directly affects pressure;
a deeper seat increases pressure. The manual’s tables account for this, and the
reloader must measure COAL to match the data. This step ties together all the previous
work, culminating in a finished round.

Common Mistakes and How the NRA Guide Helps
Avoid Them

Even experienced reloaders can stumble, but the NRA Guide to Reloading H is proactive
in warning against common pitfalls. One frequent error is using the wrong primer type.
The guide clarifies the differences between small pistol, large pistol, and magnum
primers, and explains when each is appropriate. Another mistake is neglecting to clean
primer pockets. While not always critical, a dirty pocket can prevent proper primer
seating, leading to misfires. The guide also warns against the "velocity chasing"
mentality—trying to push a bullet to maximum velocity often leads to high pressure and
reduced accuracy. Instead, it recommends working up loads slowly and looking for
accuracy nodes rather than speed records. By internalizing these warnings from the
NRA, reloaders significantly reduce their risk of damaging their firearms or themselves.

Benefits of Using the NRA Guide to Reloading H for
Handgun Ammunition

Investing the time to study and apply the NRA Guide to Reloading H yields tangible
benefits beyond safety. First and foremost is accuracy. Factory ammunition is designed
to function across a wide range of firearms, but hand-loaded ammunition can be
tailored to a specific gun. The guide teaches how to find the right combination of
powder and bullet weight for your barrel’s twist rate and your shooting style. Second is
cost savings. Over the life of a case (which can be reloaded many times if handled
correctly), the per-round cost of quality ammunition drops significantly. Third is self-
sufficiency. During times of ammunition scarcity, having a stockpile of primers, powder,
and bullets allows you to continue shooting without disruption. Finally, there is a deep
sense of satisfaction in creating something precise and functional with your own hands.
The NRA guide respects this craft and elevates it through methodical instruction.

Conclusion: Your Journey with the NRA Guide to
Reloading H

The NRA Guide to Reloading H is more than a manual; it is a mentor in book form. It
stands as a testament to the importance of safety, precision, and continuous learning in
the shooting sports. Whether you are loading for casual range trips, competitive
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matches, or personal defense, the discipline learned from this guide will serve you well.
It transforms reloading from a mere chore into a rewarding skill. By following its
comprehensive advice—starting with a clean bench, verifying every measurement, and
respecting the power of the components—you build ammunition you can trust. For
anyone serious about handgun shooting, acquiring and studying this guide is not just
recommended; it is essential. It is the foundation upon which a lifetime of safe,
accurate, and enjoyable reloading is built.
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