CENTERFIRE 45ACP CARTRIDGE RELOADING FOR NEWBIES

updated 8.8.12
The reasons for hand loading rifle and handgun ammunition are varied and include tailoring custom loads for accuracy or reduced recoil, the satisfaction of hand's-on do-it-yourself creativity, and perhaps cost savings.  Whatever the reason(s), you want to start making ammunition for your gun(s).  
It's prudent to ask yourself some upfront questions - how much money and time are available for hand loading, how many calibers to load, are they strictly rifle or strictly hand gun cartridges or a bit of each, and about how much ammunition is required weekly (with an eye towards the future, if possible)?  The answers to these questions will essentially determine the type of loading press required.

The first and most important step in learning to load your own ammo is knowledge.  Understand the loading process thoroughly before even buying equipment and components.  There are a number of good books/manuals, having more than one is best, but the Lyman 49th Edition will work very well if only one can be purchased.

For the most part, these are the operations required for loading centerfire ammunition ...

- clean the brass case

- size the case

- deprime the case

- prime the case

- expand/flare the case mouth (to accept a bullet)

- load the case with a precise amount (by weight or volume) of gun powder

- seat a bullet into the case

- crimp the bullet at the case mouth

The above operations are performed with special dies (that sit within the loading press), and a powder scale to accurately weigh the proper amount of gun powder for each cartridge case.  A powder measure, that dispenses a volume of powder which corresponds to a specific weight of powder, can be used in conjunction with a powder scale – a powder measure can not be used without having a powder scale.  Each operation requires a different die.

There are essentially three basic types of cartridge loading presses ...

single stage - each die is swapped out as needed, one case shell holder is used.

turret - all of the dies are mounted at the same time, and dies are selected as needed, one case shell holder is used.

progressive - all of the dies are mounted at the same time, and all of the dies are used simultaneously with multiple shell holders.

The conservative time it takes for loading 50 rounds of one caliber - the single stage press takes well over an hour, the turret press takes well under an hour, and the progressives takes less than 20 minutes.

If you have perhaps less than 300 rounds per week to load, with no significant future increase in ammo needs, a single stage or turret press will do just nicely.  A turret press makes more sense, since it's in essence a single stage press that requires no changing of dies. 
If you have LOTS of pistol or semi-auto rifle rounds to load, perhaps more than 400 rounds per week, then perhaps a progressive press is what's required.

For the above, always factor in the weekly amount of time you will have for reloading.  If it's a limited amount of time, then even for more than 100 rounds and less than 400 rounds, a progressive press will be best due to the time factor.  If only rifle rounds are required - no hand gun ammo - a single stage press will work just fine.  If pistol ammo is required, typically there will more volume and then a turret press is best.

There are lots of really excellent single, turret and progressive presses to choose.  If there are budget issues, my suggestion is to buy a Lee Classic Turret press.  This press works very well for both single and turret press operations for rifle and pistol rounds.  Use Lee dies as well.  If pistol ammo is to be loaded, get the Lee Deluxe 4 die carbide set.  I do not recommend getting loading press "kits" - it's best to hand pick proper tools.  The Classic Turret press comes with "auto indexing", meaning the turret head turns by itself after each die is used.  For a newbie, it's best to remove the auto indexing shaft and work the turret in a manual mode, as most turret presses are operated.

If budget is less of a concern, and if time not a limiting factor, and if less than 300-400 rounds a required weekly, a superb turret press will more than do the job and last a lifetime.  Lyman, RCBS, and Redding offer very high quality turret presses at typically more than twice the cost of the Lee Classic turret press.

If lots of ammo is required weekly, in excess off 400 rounds, a progressive press is the best choice, even for a newbie to reloading.  There are more than a few superb progressive presses offered.  These are somewhat complicated machines that perform multiple loading processes at the same time.  They're multi-tasking load presses.  Most can be slowed down to almost a single stage operation, to help acclimate and teach a newbie about the reloading process.  One of the best progressive presses is the Dillon 550B, and all of its associated support gear.  Not at all inexpensive, but you do get what you pay for when it comes to cartridge load presses. 
Other essential loading equipment requirements are - press shell holders, a case chamfer tool, a case length trimming tool, digital calipers, loading blocks, ammo storage boxes, and a brass case cleaning tumbler and abrasive cleaning media.  And last, but MOST important ... 
A good powder scale is extremely important.  This is particularly true if hand gun cartridges are to be loaded - hand gun powder requirements are but 10% of rifle powder requirements, and the margins of safety are very reduced.  A good analog beam scale is fine choice, such as the RCBS 502 or 505 scale, good to 1/10th grain.  Good digital scales with resolutions to 1/100th grain are the Jennings Mack 20 and the American Weigh Gemini-20 (this excellent scale costs less than $25!).  It's also extremely important to have a scale test weight kit, so that before every loading session the accuracy of the scale can be verified with known weights.

For any type of volume reloading, a powder measure is a must.  This device throws a known volume of powder that is equivalent to a specific mass weight of powder.  Powder measures must be verified - before every load session – with a good powder scale, until the powder measure can be trusted to throw consistent weight charges.

Reloading components are brass cases, primers, powder and bullets.  It's best for a newbie to start hand loading with load recipes published in recognized load data manuals.  Each load recipe will specify the precise components used - brass, primers, powder and bullet - and the completed round's overall length (OAL).  In the interests of a newbie to reloading, pick a start load recipe that uses components that are easy to acquire, and where the variance between the powder weight of the start load and maximum load are the greatest, for the greatest "cushion" of powder charge tolerance.  In the case of a semi-automatic gun, typically round nosed bullets will feed best from the clip to the barrel's chamber, and would be the logical choice for a first bullet.

All first time loading of any caliber begins with creating a “dummy round” - no primer, no powder, just a brass case and the bullet that will be used for creating the live ammunition.  This dummy round accomplishes multiple tasks – it allows setting each loading die for its proper operation, it verifies a specific load data OAL, and since it simulates a live round it can be used for the “plunk test” for a semi-automatic gun.  It's not uncommon to make many dummy test rounds – they can always be taken apart later with the bullet puller, and the case and bullet used for a live round.

Each caliber has a listed maximum do-not-exceed cartridge OAL.  A cartridge that's longer than its specified maximum OAL will not allow it to load in a revolver's cylinder, nor in the barrel chamber of any other type of gun.  

Each load data recipe will have a listed OAL that will be less than the caliber's maximum OAL, and will correspond with the specific type of bullet used with that load data.  

If the bullet type is changed by the hand loader, to a different bullet type/brand/model, even if the bullet's mass weight remains the same, the new bullet may seat differently.  

If a bullet increases the OAL of the round (doesn't exceed the caliber OAL), that *might* create a feed problem for a semi-automatic, but should not cause a firing pressure issue.  

If the new bullet decreases the OAL of the round, that could possibly create a feed problem for a semi-automatic gun AND it could cause a firing pressure issue because the volume of the case has decreased – proceed with caution.

With a semi-automatic gun, the “plunk test” rules the validity of a round's dimensions for a specific gun barrel/chamber.  

Create a dummy round to the load data's specifications (bullet type and shape, and cartridge OAL), and test its fit in the chamber of your semi-automatic's barrel chamber.  It should slip in easily and the case head should be flush with the chamber's hood, or slightly below it.  This is important with a semi-automatic as the cartridges for these guns head space on the case mouth.  Cases for these type pf rounds should be slightly taper crimped only.

During a plunk test, if the case head of a round remains proud of the chamber's hood, clean the round at its case mouth – it's common for shaved lead, bullet lube and dirt to block the fit of the case mouth to the barrel's chamber.

If the plunk test fails – that is, the round sit's proud of the barrel chamber hood (above the hood) – and the mouth of the case is clean, and exposed with a very slight taper crimp, and the round's case is at or under the accepted case length of the caliber, the bullet is more than likely seated too far out and is touching the barrel's rifling lands.  Seat the bullet very slightly deeper and note the change in OAL.  If the plunk test is a success, and the OAL is less than is called for in the load data recipe, fire off a few rounds and check for pressure issues – case bulge or splits, primer flattening or bulging or cratering.  If none are present, the round should be good.

EQUIPMENT
press – turret recommended, unless more than 300 rounds required per week

primer – on press priming system recommended, else a hand primer such as by lee

dies – carbide for handguns

powder scale – analog (beam) or digital

powder measure – optional

digital caliper – checks the cartridge OAL

case mouth chamfer tool

brass tumbler, corn media, polish

bullet puller

50 round plastic ammo box – 2 or more

COMPONENTS
brass – new or range 45acp brass

bullets – 200 grain lswc or plated swc recommended

primers – federal 150 or cci large pistol

powder – w231 recommended
THE RELOADING PROCESS
using: lee classic turret press, lee pro auto-disk powder measure, powder scale
note: you must first set up each die in the press, per the manufacturer's recommendations, and use the appropriate auto-disk to test throw the desired powder weight
1. tumble clean the brass (unless the brass is new) – use corn media and add in a few cap fulls of case polish, run the media and polish for about 5 minutes, stop and add in the brass – tumble for about 2 hours – the tumbled and polished brass will look exactly like new and the polish will give the cases a slick feel that will aid during resizing

2. lightly chamfer each case mouth

3. on press: size and deprime (carbide sizing die) – there is NO need to clean the primer pocket!

4. prime: either on press or off press (lee auto primer or lee hand primer)

5. rotate the turret to the expand/charge die and expand the case mouth and charge the case with powder (expand/charge die)

6. take the charged case out of the press shell holder and weigh the charge on a tested scale – adjust as need be, replace the powder back into the case and into the press shell holder
7.  rotate the turret to the seating die, place a bullet into the case mouth, seat the bullet

8. remove the round from the press and check the oal – do this in the beginning, a few times during the reloading, and for the last round

9. put the round back into the press shell holder, rotate the turret to the fcd die and recrimp the case to factory specifications

