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Close-quarter Weapons
There are a few fist weapons that police occasionally carry. 
Back in the day they used yawara sticks, which were basically 
thick pieces of wood, plastic or metal, about the size and shape of a 
tagging marker. These protruded slightly from the fist. Nowadays 
a slightly thinner variety, the kubotan, is more common. Another 
model of a similar concept is the plastic Talon, which has a clip and 
is worn on the collar. All of these are used to deliver pain compli-
ance holds on resisting subjects.

Orcutt Police Nunchaku (OPN III)
Apparently, about 200 police departments in the USA (in-
cluding the Corrections Dept. of Denver) use the OPN against 
unarmed, resistant subjects. It’s basically a nunchaku that is used 
for holds and control rather than for impact. All of the parts are 
made to have some give, and the handles actually bend a bit to 
avoid breaking bones.

clockwise from upper-left: Talon in hand, yawara stick in hand, Talon, 

kubotan. Not to scale.
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Teargas is perhaps the iconic riot control agent, but it’s pos-
sible that the heyday of continuous burn grenades is over. Police, at 
least in the USA, are less likely to resort to clouds of teargas when 
directed sprays of pepperspray and other chemicals will suffice. 
Huge clouds of teargas have the tendency to affect bystanders 
and get into the ventilation systems of nearby buildings. What’s 
more, if used improperly teargas can blind the crowd and prevent 
it from dispersing. Supposedly, hot gas (pyrotechnically dispersed 
gas) is considered a sort of last resort in riot control. Pepperspray, 
on the other hand, they just love, at least here in Portland. They 
love it so much that they douse everybody who moves and every-
body who doesn’t move. Teargas may be used more rarely, but 
chemical weapons are a mainstay of the riot control situations.
 All of these things covered below are “lachrymatory” agents, 
which is to say they do their dirty work on the ducts of your 
eyes.

CS Gas
(2-chlorobenzalmalononitrile - C

10
H

5
ClN

2
)

Odds are, if a canister starts spewing white gas, it’s CS gas. 
This is by far the most common “teargas” for controlling large 
crowds. CS gas is actually a solid (and not a gas), suspended in 
the air and eventually settling to white powder. It reacts with wa-
ter on the skin and within 20 seconds causes a burning sensation 
(particularly in the mucus membranes, like the eyes) as well as 
uncontrollable shutting of the eyes. It can make your throat burn 
and tears pour out of your ducts, it slows your heart and ups your 
blood pressure, slows your breathing, and it can cut off circulation 
to your outer body. In some people it causes dizziness. In some 
people it causes contact dermatitis, with blisters and crustiness that 
can last for months (though it usually doesn’t). Mostly, the ill ef-
fects go away pretty shortly after reaching fresh air, and you’re 
pretty much fine after 20 minutes. It’s actually banned in warfare 
by the 1997 Chemical Weapons Convention, although that is most-
ly to keep the other side from reacting with more deadly chemical 
weapons. (This didn’t keep Blackwater from deploying it in Iraq a 
few years ago, but that’s a different story).

chemical
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 Recent studies have shown CS gas to mutate chromosomes, 
cause miscarriages, and mess up your liver and heart. Many pro-
testors have suffered menstrual irregularities as a result as well.
 Studies show that drunks, crazies, and the drugged-up are 
sometimes immune to the effects of CS gas. (You have to be 
drugged or drunk to the point of not having a sense of touch, so 
this is not recommended as a defensive tactic).
 How bad CS gas will get you is a matter of how it is transmit-
ted and in what density. In sufficient density, apparently even a 
mask isn’t enough to save you, but you will not run into this prob-
lem in riot control situations.
 The police generally aim to use teargas tactically, by creating 
barriers and directing the movement of crowds, rather than for 
dispersal purposes.
 CS gas is projected by riot guns (page 17)  or by pepperspray-
style canisters (page 20).

CN Gas
(chloroacetophenone - C

8
H

7
ClO)

More toxic but less potent than CS gas, this is the active
ingredient in the older “mace” self-defense sprays. (Mace, a brand 
name, now usually uses pepper spray instead). It, like CS, is also 
used as a riot control agent, but far less frequently. This is the 
original “teargas,” but has mostly fallen out of favor. Apparently, 
the lingering smell is that of apple blossoms. 

CR Gas
(dibenzoxazepine - C

13
H

9
NO)

The nastiest teargas, CR gas is a lachrymatory agent 6-10 
times stronger than CS. Normally a solid (melting point 73˚c), it is 
pale yellow and has a slight odor of pepper. In enclosed spaces, it 
can be lethal (from asphyxiation and swelling of the lungs). Causes 
temporary blindness and, occasionally, complete incapacitation. In 
addition to normal teargas crap, CR gas causes severe skin irrita-
tion, persists on surfaces for up to around 60 days, and is thought 
to be carcinogenic. Areas of skin affected by CR gas, even after 
thorough cleaning, can continue to hurt if exposed to air for 24 
hours or longer. Fortunately, the US claims to not use it in protest 
situations. It saw quite a bit of use in South Africa in the 1980s and, 
having been developed by the British in the first place, was used on 
Irish dissidents in the 1970s.

Melee   31

butt stroke: The butt stroke is delivered from the on-guard position. The 
right hand is elevated until the baton is almost parallel to the ground. The 
butt stroke is made by advancing the body rapidly off the right foot. The right 
arm is snapped straight. The butt end of the baton is driven to the left, striking 
the opponent’s shoulder, chest, or jaw. The left hand is kept even with the left 
shoulder. The butt stroke may be fatal to the opponent if either the side of the 
neck or the head is struck. After delivering the butt stroke, the soldier returns 
to the on-guard position.

baton smash: The baton smash can be delivered from the parade-rest, the 
port, or the on-guard positions. The baton is held horizontal to the ground, 
approximately chest high. The smash is executed by advancing the left foot 
rapidly. Both arms are snapped straight, smashing the length of the baton 
across the opponent’s chest. After delivering the smash, the soldier returns to 
the on-guard position.
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from left to right: parade-rest position, port position, then two views of on-

guard position. Port and on-guard are both “ready” positions.

short thrust: The short thrust is 
made from the on-guard position. 
The body is thrust forward rapidly 
by advancing the left foot. The left 
arm is snapped straight, driving the 
striking end of the baton into a se-
lected vulnerable point of the oppo-
nent’s body. The soldier must never 
direct the thrust directly at the cen-
tral throat area because it can cause 
permanent injury or death. The sol-
dier returns to the on-guard position 
after delivering the short thrust.

long thrust: The long thrust is 
made from the onguard position. 
The body is thrust rapidly forward 
by advancing the right foot. The 
baton is held in the right hand. The 
baton is snapped forward, driving 
the striking end of the weapon into 
a vulnerable point of the opponent’s 
body. The soldier returns to the on-
guard position after delivering the 
long thrust.
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OC: “pepper spray”
(Oleoresin Capsicum)

OC is a compound of capsaicin suspended in some kind of 
agent, usually propylene glycol. Capsaicin, the active ingredient, 
is derived from various chili peppers. This solution is then pressur-
ized for use in aerosol sprays.
 Pepper spray is an inflammatory and will generally fuck your 
shit up. If it gets in your eyes, it will burn like hell for 30-45 min-
utes (untreated) and continue to sting for hours. If it gets into your 
mouth or nose it will get into your lungs and make breathing pain-
ful and hard. If it gets on your skin, your skin will begin to hurt.
 While there’s no evidence of anyone dying directly from pep-
per spray, the “difficulty breathing” bit has aided in the death of 
dozens of arrestees who were further restrained in such a way as 
to keep them from breathing properly.
 Spiciness is measured by Scoville Heat Units (SHU). Jalape-
ños are around 5,000 SHU, cayenne is about 40,000, Habaneros 
can reach 350,000. Most pepper spray is 2-5 million.
 One company, ZARC International Inc., who claims to have 
invented the stuff, now produces a “VEXOR” line for law en-
forcement, which they claim is actually less hazardous but signifi-
cantly more disabling, with an SHU of 15 million; which is to say 
it the capsaicin in it is completely pure. Their website has a rather 
complete section on the history and production of pepper spray, 
incidentally.
 Pepper spray is labeled in the USA with a percentage, usually 
around 3-10%. This is the concentration of OC to other ingredi-
ents, but it is not actually an accurate representation of strength, 
because the OC itself comes in different strengths.
 There’s some interesting history with the military doing re-
search and finding that OC was too toxic for use, then the FBI did 
“research” and found that it was okay... and then the head of that 
department was found to have taken over $50,000 from an OC 
company to fake the tests and was fired. As a chemical weapon, 
it’s banned in warfare. Cops love it, of course.
 For more about how the stuff is sprayed, see “Sprays” on page 
20.

Pepper spray is considered “hydrophobic” and as such, cannot be 
washed off with water, but can be with a number of other prod-
ucts. Milk has been suggested, even alcohol should work. Not that 
you want alcohol in your eyes. The “Action Medic Wiki” has the 
following to say:
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  Based on our trials, these are our recommendations for 
exposure to pepper spray, especially for the mucous mem-
branes (eyes, nose, mouth, genitalia).
  We recommend an eye flush using a solution of half 
liquid antacid and half water. This only applies to aluminum 
hydroxide or magnesium hydroxide based antacids such as 
Maalox (plain or mint). Please note that we have not used 
simethicone based antacids in the trials so far, and therefore 
we do not recommend them.
  The action-medical community has come to refer to this 
remedy by the acronym “LAW” (liquid antacid and water), 
but not all action medical folks use the same protocol we do.
  A bottle with a squirt cap is ideal for the eyeflush. Al-
ways irrigate from the inside corner of the eye towards the 
outside, with head tilted back and slightly towards the side 
being rinsed. It needs to get into the eye to help. You may 
need to help open the victims’ eye for them—they most like-
ly won’t be able/willing to open it themselves, and opening 
will cause a temporary increase in pain, but it does help.
  This works great as a mouth rinse too, as long as the 
victim is alert and able to manage her/his own airway.

For exposure the skin, they suggest the following (with a heavy 
disclaimer that this can cause more harm then help if done im-
properly):

  We recommend cleaning the affected area with min-
eral oil followed immediately by rubbing alcohol. The action 
medical community refers to this procedure by the acronym 
“MOFIBA”
  It is important to work only on small, manageable areas 
of the body. If the mineral oil remains on the victim’s skin for 
too long (30 seconds or so) the pain can worsen and burns 
can begin to form. Do not begin the procedure unless you are 
sure you have enough time to finish (i.e., the scene is safe).
  Wet a 4x4 pad (non-sterile) or similar material with 
mineral oil. Carefully avoiding the eyes, thoroughly rub a 
small area of exposed skin with mineral oil. (You can use 
any vegetable oil in a pinch).
  Quickly wet another 4x4 pad with rubbing alcohol, 
and vigorously rub off the mineral oil. Be extremely careful 
around the eyes. Fold the gauze as you use it, so that you are 
always using a non-contaminated part of the gauze.
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comes in both retractable and non-
retractable forms, takes more skill 
to use successfully as an offensive 
weapon. But in trained hands, cops 
can still beat the shit out of someone 
with one.
    Then there are the longer batons, 
more often used for crowd control. 
Many of these are 36” or longer, and 
are usually of plastic or wood. Illus-
trated are the basic positions, strikes, 
and targets of these weapons. Some 
are slightly curved, like katana, for 
extra whacking speed (the curve al-
lows the weapon to be readied after 
a strike quicker, since it is more of a 
blunt slashing weapon). 
    There’s a sort of hybrid baton out 
there too: the short-sword looking 
“rapid rotation baton” manufactured 
by RRB Systems. More common in 
the rest of the world, the RRB sup-
posedly offers the close range and 
protective capabilities of the side-han-
dle baton with all the medium range 
beating power of the straight baton.
    They also like to use those gigantic 
maglights as batons. On their websites, 
they brag about how using maglights 
reduces their liability, since wielding 
one isn’t seen as threatening. You can 
tell a cop is thinking about whack-
ing you based on how they hold it... 
if the light is sticking out of the top 
of the hand, where the thumb is, like 
the way a normal person would hold 

a flashlight, it isn’t readied as a weapon. When they turn it around and 
have it stick out the bottom of the hand, they are holding it so that they 
can hit you. They also like to flash the light in your eyes to blind you 
for a few seconds.
 Then there are really weird hybrid batons, like ones with two side-
ways handles, or ones with pepper spray in the handle, but I’ve never 
seen one at a protest.
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baton targets
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  Again, be careful to fully complete this procedure with 
each victim—mineral oil left on the skin may act to bind 
any additional pepper spray and cause the victim unneces-
sary pain.
  During cold weather, do your best to keep yourself and 
the victim dry.

  PAVA
(pelargonic acid vanillylamide [desmethyldihydrocapsaicin])

PAVA is a synthetic pepper spray also derived from capsicum. 
The police in England apparently use it instead of OC, and the 
company PepperBall uses it in their pepperballs. It’s supposedly 
even more badass and hot and whatnot than OC.

Less-lethal weapons are dispersed by gun, spray, and grenade. 
Grenades are covered in the “projectiles” section, the guns and 
sprays are below.

Riot Guns
There are a few types of riot gun. There are 37mm grenade 
launchers; these (and the 40mm variety) are the large-bore guns 
you see cops swaggering about with at protests. Those of the 37mm 
variety are most often smoothbore (not rifled: they don’t make 
their projectile spin, which means they are less accurate). There are 
40mm grenade launchers. These look the same, but most are rifled, 
making them more accurate and also illegal for civilian use. Often 
at protests you will see what look like gigantic revolvers: these are 
called “multi-launchers” and come in either 37 or 40mm. They can 
fire all five or six shots in about three seconds. They come with fold-
ing and non-folding shoulder stocks. The original multi-launcher 
model is the ARWEN, designed in England and manufactured by 
Police Ordinance (a private company) in Canada.
 These grenade launchers can fire chemical weapon canisters, 
baton rounds, muzzle-blasts, rubber balls, or even flares and, of 
course, grenades. See the “Projectiles” section for more informa-
tion (page 22).

launchers
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 Then there are 12 gauge shotguns. The short (14”-20”) barrel 
shotguns that police carry are called riot shotguns and they differ 
from military shotguns mostly in name, barrel-length, and stated 
purpose. A large number of less-lethal rounds have been designed 
to fit into a 12ga, although most prevalent are rubber balls and 
bean bag rounds. Because these shotguns can also fire traditional 
ammunition, some police agencies have color-coded their shotguns 
in neon colors to distinguish that they are intended to be loaded 
with less-lethal ammunition.
 And finally (of the common varieties) are pepperball guns. 
These are intended for use with pepperballs (page 25), surprisingly 
enough. The ones I’ve seen look a lot like paintball guns, which is 
more or less what they are. They are effective at target fire within 
60’ and gas dispersion within 200’. They can shoot single, 3-round 
burst, semi-automatic, and the TAC-700 can enter fully-automatic 
mode in which it would be able to fire 700 rounds per minute. 
Its hopper only holds 200, but external ammo feeds are available. 
They fire at about 350fps (feet per second), a higher velocity than 
is used for paintballs.

diagram of the PepperBall Custom Carbine Launcher

Melee   27

Batons
Batons come in a lot of styles. There are straight, sol-
id batons made of wood, plastic, and metal. There are collaps-
ible straight batons (often called asps, although ASP is actually 
a brand name). The collapsible baton is generally preferred for 
day-to-day use over the solid baton because the officer doesn’t 
need to take it off to sit on their ass in their cruiser and eat donuts. 
Straight batons don’t take much training to use; you just hit people 
with them, often in the head. Other targets are collarbones, hands, 
wrists, elbows, knees. Straight batons are effective weapons at me-
dium distance (well, medium for melee) but are much less effective 
in very close quarters.
 Which is where the side-handle baton comes into things. These 
batons, usually around 24”, have a short side handle about 6” from 
one end. This is the western adaptation of the tonfa, a Japanese 
weapon (though the tonfa wielder usually uses two of the weap-
ons). These are considered a more “defensive” weapon and were 
partly adapted due to the bad media from the vast number of beat-
ings that cops laid down on civil rights protestors. These can be 
held by the side handle, letting the length of the baton run down 
the forearm to the elbow. This position is used for blocking blows 
and for delivering pain compliance holds. They also can be held 
by the base and the side-handle used as a sort of a hilt, catching 
blows from an enemy’s weapon. The side-handle baton, which also 

melee

from left to right: ASP, one-piece plastic side-handle baton, collapsible alu-

minum baton, rapid-rotation baton. (not to scale)
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Bolo
Some company (specifical-
ly, ALS Technologies), de-
cided to shoot 3 rubber balls 
connected by 12” of cord out 
of a 12ga shotgun. It has 
an effective range of 20-40 
yards and is probably pretty 
rare. Used for capturing a 
running target.

Flash-bangs
Flash-bangs are distrac-
tion grenades that are ei-
ther thrown or launched 
from a riot gun. They spit 
out a 175db bang (plenty 
loud enough to damage 
your hearing) and flash so 
brightly that your retinas 
don’t take in anything else 
for about 5 seconds. It’s 
like the world is a movie 
on pause. Police like to use 
these before they charge, 
and they are unfortunately 
effective at routing crowds. 
Just remember: don’t run 
just because of some really 
loud noise.

Launchers   19

various technical specifications of Defense Technology’s 40mm Launcher 

(top) and 37mm Multi-Launcher (bottom)
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Sprays
Chemical weapon sprays are used to spit out CS, CN, OC, and 
PAVA gasses at crowds. In the USA, it’s mostly CS and OC. These 
come in all varieties, from the concealable “undercover” models 
to ones that look like small fire extinguishers, to converted flame-
throwers with backpack fuel supplies. In protests, expect mostly 
smallish canisters powered by nitrogen or “134a”, a chemical com-
monly used as a refrigerant. Regardless of spray pattern, it seems 
like most pepper spray is advertised as having an effective range 
of 10-12 feet. (With some reaching only 3-4 feet).
 More important than the actual sprayer is its spray pattern. There 
are five major spray patterns: stream, foam, cone, fog, and microspin.
 Stream spray is just that: a thin stream. It is aimed at individu-
als, generally aiming for the eyes. It isn’t considered particularly 
effective at stopping groups. The stream also gets less into your 
lungs, reducing how much it causes difficulty breathing. Some po-
lice call this a good thing, others a bad thing.
 Foam is pepper spray that is encapsulated in a surfactant and 
turned into, well, a foam. The idea is that it is less prone to being 
blown around by the wind. It contaminates the target more com-
pletely (and is harder to clean, apparently), but it gets less of the 
surrounding area.
 Cone pepper spray is what the Portland Police simply adore. 
This is the “fire extinguisher” spray that spits out in a widening 
cone and is used to soak entire lines of protestors. Cones are less 
accurate and more prone to catching other officers as well.
 Fog pepper spray is the logical conclusion of this progression, 
and it’s a fog that gets pretty much everyone. Cops are supposed 
to be wearing masks before they dispense this stuff.
 Then there’s the new “microspin” developed by ZARC for their 
VEXOR (who comes up with these names?) pepperspray. The pep-
per spray itself is significantly heavier than traditional pepper spray, 
reducing its susceptibility to wind. The stream itself is rifled, provid-
ing better aim. The stream (and it is indeed a stream) spreads out 
into an oval that is intended to envelop the face. They claim that it 
is safe enough to use indoors and is immune to blowback.
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Pepperballs
Pepperballs are essentially paintballs filled with PAVA. 
These are from PepperBall Technologies Inc. and are fired from 

specialized launchers (page 
18). The live ammunition 
balls are red. Green balls 
are actually paintballs and 
are used for identification 
purposes. Solid white balls 
are intended to shatter (and 
shatter themselves upon 
impact with) glass, intended 
for use against suspects in 
cars.
 Pepperballs are intended 
for “stand-off” situations 
when the cops don’t want to 
approach and don’t want to 
be approached but still want 
to shoot you with crap.
 I’ve seen one these knock 
a protestor off of a fence 
they were holding onto, 
caught by surprise. But the 
same protestor climbed back 
up and successfully held on 
(wearing goggles and ban-
danna) as they were shot 
again and again with the 
crap, so these really aren’t 
that frightening to the pre-
pared protestor. I’ve been 
shot with one myself, and I 
don’t remember it hurting. 
But then again, I was wear-
ing a thick jacket and was 
pumped full of adrenaline. 
My friends report pretty 
serious welts.
 And of course, the Bos-
ton police shot a woman in 
the eye with one of these in 
2004 and killed her.
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to be fired low-trajectory or skip-fired 
and have an effective range of around 
75-105 feet (at least, this was the range 
of the ones we read about. Other 
brands and types might differ). They 
also come in multiple-baton rounds, in 
which each shot fires 3-5 different pro-
jectiles for use against groups. They 
are fired from 12ga, 37mm, or 40mm. 
Some foam varieties are also soaked 
in, you guessed it, OC or CS gas. Fur-
ther, some have paint to mark subjects 
for later identification and/or arrest.
 “Rubber bullets”, by the way, are 
essentially baton rounds fired from 
traditional guns.

Bean Bags
Used at short to medium range (20-30’) and fired directly, 
bean bags are nylon bags filled with silica sand. Occasional deaths 
have resulted when subjects are shot in the chest or neck.
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cutaway of a plastic baton round

37mm bean bag round
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an assortment of Sabre peppersprays (top) and various technical 

specifications of the MK-9 Aerosol Projector
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Chemical Weapon Canisters
There are three basic types of gas canisters. There are 
regular old pyrotechnic gas canisters, which are gun-fired gre-
nades that expel a gas (usually CS, but CN and OC are available 
as well) in the same manner as a smoke grenade. These are cyl-

inders of sheet steel with emission 
holes at the top and bottom. They 
are pyrotechnic—that is to say, 
they burn to emit the gas. They 
are hot enough to the touch to 
scald or burn bare skin, and thick 
gloves are advised for handling 
live teargas canisters. Note that 
throwing a tear gas canister will 
seriously douse you in the crap, of 
course.

  Literally owing to this “throw-
back potential,” as the manufactur-
ers refer to it, scattershot canisters 
have been developed. These split 
into 3-5 separate canisters upon fir-
ing and cover a larger area.

 Then there are “ferret” rounds, which are unlikely to be en-
countered in protest situations. These are used to penetrate bar-
ricades such as doors and windows to disperse chemical weapons 
and force the target out of their defensive position. They are non-
pyrotechnic: they use the velocity of impact to rupture the seal 
on and disperse their payload. These are controversial, because a 
direct shot, through a door or whatnot, can easily kill a person.
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diagram of a tear gas canister
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 Muzzle Blasts
Essentially, a muzzle-blast is a short-range blast of CS, 
CN, or OC gas directly from the barrel of riot gun (12ga, 37mm, 
or 40mm). They appear to have a maximum effective range of 
between 10 and 30 feet.

 Rubber Balls
Rubber balls are packed into 
shells and canisters and then shot 
out in the way that buckshot is fired 
from a shotgun. These are fired 
from 12ga, 37mm, or 40mm, and 
come in multiple calibers (repre-
senting the size of the balls). They 
are not intended for single targets 
but instead for pain compliance on 
an entire crowd. They are supposed 
to be either skip-fired (fired at the 
ground and intended to bounce) or 
fired at a low trajectory; they are 
considered unsafe to fire where they 
might go above the target’s breast 
line. The effective range of these 
weapons is about 50 yards.
 They also come in grenade 
form (Stinger is one brand of 
these balls, but it is a different 
brand than the Stinger brand of 
stun gun, I believe). The grenades 
can either be thrown by hand or 
launched from a riot gun, and 
some types come with CS, CN, or 
OC gas packed in there as well.

Baton Rounds
Baton rounds are big thick discs or cylinders of wood, foam, 
rubber, or plastic and can cause fairly grievous bodily harm. They 
are often fired at joints to disable protestors. It doesn’t matter how 
tough you are, a point-blank wooden dowel fired at your knee is 
going to keep you from running. Usually, however, long-term ef-
fects are limited to severe bruising and pain. These are intended 
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