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a skeletonized and chopped A1 

buffer tube. With an empty mag 

and paracord sling, the SurvivAR 

weighs just 2.25 pounds. Loaded, 

it’s still below 3 pounds, making 

it lighter than a filled one-liter 

Nalgene water bottle.

The Blackthorne polymer upper 

houses an aluminum bolt carrier 

from DS Arms. I’m no machinist, 

so it made drilling and tapping 

the left side of the carrier and 

installing a titanium handle from 

Nottingham Tactical a stressful 

endeavor. The next challenge was 

milling (with a Dremel) the upper’s 

left side so the handle could oper-

ate the action.

Up front, a chopped 2A Arms 

aluminum barrel nut and slim 

carbon-fiber tube from eBay 

secured the only steel component 

on the build, a Wilson Combat 

11.3-inch stainless barrel ordered 

without a gas port. To reduce 

weight, John Thomas of Retro 

Arms Works reprofiled the barrel 

to a wispy profile that weighs only 

14 ounces. It’s as dainty of a barrel 

as you’ll find.

The New Frontier Armory lower 

is populated with a polymer parts 

kit, and a Hogue 15-degree grip 

is attached with a V7 titanium 

screw. On the rear is an A1 buffer 

tube that’s been skeletonized 

and a Cain Arms Ultralight Pistol 

Sling mount. A set of aluminum 

detent pins from GWACS Armory 

attaches the upper and lower. For 

aiming, I used a Crimson Trace 

CTS-1400 reflex sight.

The resulting firearm is shock-

ingly lightweight and dainty. It’s a 

joy to carry and a pain in the ass 

to shoot.

In Action ––––––––––––––––––

The first time I pulled the trigger, I 

didn’t know what to expect. What 

would recoil be like? Would the 

rear of the receiver crack during 

firing? Would I live to tell about it?

Despite my concerns, the lil’ 

pistol fired without drama. After 

each trigger pull, a quick yank of 

the titanium handle allowed the 

carrier to slide back, eject the 

shell, and chamber a new one 

from the 10-round polymer mag. 

Not only was it smooth, it was 

fast to cycle, too. Then there’s 

the recoil.

The .300 BLK isn’t a ferocious 

round, but with little weight to 

tame the SurvivAR and no bolt 

carrier movement to elongate the 

recoil impulse, the shooter feels 

it all — every single foot-pound 

of recoil. It’s not fun to shoot. But 

Easy to pack 

and quick to 

assemble, the 

diminutive 

AR provides 

excellent tag-

along security 

in its .300 BLK 

chambering.
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The true scope of the 
SurvivAR’s size can be seen 
next to this T/CR22 rifle.

then again, it wasn’t made to be a 

plinker. Its purpose is to be ready 

to fire when the need arises. And 

when that time comes, the pistol 

won’t be the limiting factor — I will 

be — as this is a hard firearm to 

shoot accurately.

For precision shooting, weight 

is a shooter’s friend. Without it, 

the gun becomes squirrely and 

difficult to hold steady. As you’d 

expect, the SurvivAR isn’t a long-

range hunting tool. However, 

inside of 150 yards, it’s more 

than capable of placing rounds 

on vitals. In fact, during testing, 

I fired three shots at 170 yards 

that went into a 5-inch group. Not 

bad for an AR that weighs less 

than a 1911.

Paint Job –––––––––––––––––

With the concept proven and the 

hard work completed, I gave the 

pistol a unique rattle-can paint 

job and fashioned a sling out of 

50 feet of bright-orange paracord 

to match the orange highlights of 

the pistol. I think it looks sharp. 

Plus, it’s easy to find if I leave it 

against a tree.

Overall, I couldn’t be more 

pleased with how it functions. 

The SurvivAR is simple to use, 

weighs nothing, is quick to stash 

in a pack, and capable of bringing 

down two- and four-legged ani-

mals at moderate distances. For 

its intended purpose, it can’t be 

beat. My next addition will be a 

.223 barrel to cut down on recoil.

Is the SurvivAR for everyone? 

Certainly not. But for a light-

weight backpacker/hunter who 

strives for the lightest possible 

gear and covers long distances 

in rough terrain, it’s a viable tool 

that won’t add much weight to 

a pack. 

X SurvivAR Build List
The good 
stuff.

Upper Receiver Modified Blackthorne polymer

Lower Receiver New Frontier polymer

Lower Parts Kit New Frontier polymer

Bolt Carrier Group
DSA Enhanced Low Mass 
Aluminum 

Grip Hogue 15-degree

Bolt Knob Nottingham Tactical, titanium

Barrel
Modified 11.3-in. Wilson 
Combat .300 BLK

Handguard
Custom carbon-fiber tube w/ 
2A Armament nut

Buffer Tube Modified A1, aluminum

Sling Mount Polymer Cain Arms Ultralight

Optic Crimson Trace CTS-1400
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Red Dots on Handguns?

They’re here 
to stay. 
By ILya Koshkin
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T
hey started out sitting in large, 

bulky mounts on competition 

guns and, as manufacturers got 

better at making them durable, 

made their way onto the slides 

of conventional semiautomatic 

pistols used for duty, recreation, 

and self-defense. 

Reflex sights on handguns 

largely owe their popularity to one 

thing: speed of getting on target. 

However, that is a bit too simplistic 

of an approach. When they first 

became available, it was not at 

all clear that they were faster or 

more accurate than conventional 

iron sights in broad daylight. What 

became clear quickly is that they 

are vastly superior to iron sights 

when the lighting conditions are 

not optimal.

It so happens that this exact 

attribute is critical for defensive 

use that usually happens when 

it is dark out. All the adrenaline 

pumping through your veins 

does not help either. Like many 

people at this point, I have been 

experimenting with reflex sights 

on my carry guns for a while and 

ran into some interesting issues 

when it came down to selecting a 

holster. Having lived in California 

for the majority of my adult life, 

concealed carry was not really 

an option for me, so most of my 

hands-on experience was with 

competition holsters that adapt 

to optics very easily. Then, I bailed 

out of California and got a con-

cealed carry license.

My initial assumption was that 

“optic ready” holsters just need 

to remove some material and 

carve out a larger sight channel. 

It turned out to be more involved 

than that, especially for inside the 

waistband holsters. For kydex 

competition holsters, that is more 

or less it, but for carry holsters, 

things are different.

In order to talk to the experts, 

I reached out to a few holster 

manufacturers. They have been 

thinking about this longer than 

I have. Besides, I have limited 

personal experience with leather 

holsters, and I had a suspicion that 

materials matter.

I talked to the good people at 

1791 Gunleather, DeSantis, Wilson 

Combat, and Crossbreed Holsters. 

They confirmed some of my con-

cerns, raised a few new ones, and 

made me want to try a bunch of 

new holsters.

The two obvious differences 

come down to clearing the space 

for the red dot sight itself and 
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HYBRID MT2 IWB HOLSTER 
FROM CROSSBREED

Optics Ready BH2.4S Open 
Top Holster from 1791 
Gunleather.

Ultra Custom version 
of 1791 Gunleather’s 
excellent 2.4s OWB holster.

backer piece is larger to accom-

modate the reflex sight.

For IWB designs, in addition to 

the material problems, there is 

also an issue of the ride height. 

I learned this one the hard way. 

My go-to kydex holster has been 

a compact piece from Black Label 

holsters, but I failed to notice that 

the red dot sight was in contact 

with the belt causing a few prob-

lems. After a little while, I caught 

enlarging the sight channel for 

tall co-witnessed sights. With 

kydex and hybrid holsters that use 

leather backing and composite 

outer shells, this is fairly straight-

forward. Since there are many 

different red dot sights out there, 

kydex holsters usually feature 

larger cutouts to accommodate all 

the different variants. 

With leather, it is not quite as 

simple since removing too much 

material can compromise the 

structural integrity of the holster 

and weapon retention along with 

it. If you look at the pictures of 

different optics-ready holsters, 

you’ll notice how much smaller 

the relieved area is in the leather 

options compared to kydex 

designs. I think 1791 Gunleather’s 

Ultra Custom line of holsters 

offers an interesting solution to 

this problem. The material they 

use for the re-moldable leather 

holster makes for a nice, custom-

ized fit to your specific gun. Note 

how the Ultra Custom holsters 

lock onto the triggerguard and 

ejection port in the picture. It is a 

very secure fit.

A conventional leather holster 

from the same company is not 

quite as form-fitted, although 

weapon retention is still very 

good. It utilizes a different 

approach. Notice the extra piece 

of leather near the top of the hol-

ster. It looks decorative, but it also 

adds stiffness, while other designs 

subtly beef up the material thick-

ness here and there. 

Here is another example of 

a similar approach from Wilson 

Combat. It is essentially the same 

holster except the one on the 

right is relieved for an optic. Since 

this one is for a full-size handgun, 

there is more material to work 

with, but the leather is still rein-

forced in a few key places and the 

This Optic 
Ready Full-
size 1911 
holster with 
Shark Trim 
from Wilson 
Combat 
is built to 
comfortably 
carry large 
pistols.

onto that and adjusted belt clips. 

However, not all holsters allow 

for that, and if your normal carry 

involves canting the gun forward, 

it is something to look out for. I 

ended up raising the holster a little 

and canting it less.

The devil is, as always, in the 

details. If you plan to have that gun 

on you for extended periods of 

time, take time to look at the little 

things. 
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