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PREFACE





WHY HUNT WITH BLACK POWDER


Hunting with black powder is one of the fastest growing shooting sports in America today. Although more than 1-1/2-million people bought hunting licenses to use black-powder guns in the 1992 season, many states do not require a separate license for black-powder hunting. Today 47 states have special black-powder seasons to accommodate the numbers of hunters enjoying this sport, but all 50 states allow hunting with black powder.


The black-powder hunter basically falls into three general categories and has three separate reasons for wanting to hunt with black powder.


He may be a buckskinner who wants to relive the experiences of Jeremiah Johnson, Jim Bridger and many of the mountain men of old. He will dress in buckskins, sleep on the ground and try and hunt much like the early pioneers did. He is a purist--a man obsessed with the history of the sport and the men who lived this way.


The second type of black-powder shooter is a man who is looking for any opportunity to extend his hunting season. By shooting black powder, he often has a longer season or starts his season earlier than a conventional-weapon hunter. Many times by shooting black powder, he can hunt on prime deer lands he can’t hunt on with his modern weapons. This outdoorsman wants to hunt as many days as he can in any area possible. If using a black-powder gun will provide that hunting opportunity, he will hunt with black powder.


The third kind of hunter is the man in search of a challenge. This outdoorsman has taken all the deer he needs to bag to prove his prowess as a hunter. The thrill of taking monstrous-racked deer or a limit of deer during the season is not the challenge it once has been. He knows he can take deer and does it consistently each season.


This hunter is looking for a more exciting sport that will add a new dimension to his deer hunting and will provide more satisfaction than what he previously has experienced hunting with modern weapons. This shooter is proud of the limitations that hunting with black powder imposes. He feels if he can take animals with a black-powder gun, his hunting experience will be far more rewarding than if he bags those same animals with a conventional weapon.


To have a longer hunting season, be able to take more game and hunt in the tradition of the early Americans, then the sport of black-powder hunting is for you.
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HOW TO GET STARTED HUNTING WITH BLACK POWDER


When I first heard the term, black powder, I immediately thought of a wooden water bucket filled with granules of black dust and then those granules being poured down the muzzle of a cannon. The next image in my mind was of the Tennessee sharpshooter, Davy Crockett, who was rumored to be able to shoot a squirrel’s eyes out with his flintlock gun at 100 yards. Finally I envisioned the buffalo hunters of the Plains who took the big bison with their smokepoles.


Hunting with black powder is a romantic, nostalgic, historical sport. However, sleeping on the ground, wearing smelly leather clothes and getting wet when it rains never has appealed to me. I enjoy the comforts of today’s civilization and am convinced the good, ole days are now. But the tradition of black-powder hunting has survived longer than the cannon, the early mountain men and the plainsmen. Today a revival of hunting with black powder, which once was a skill necessary to survival, is taking place as a sport.


The words, black powder, once meant the ingredients required to cause an explosion to propel a projectile toward a target. Today the term, black powder, encompasses an entire world of hunting and shooting--both traditional and modern. Many of the new black-powder rifles look like modern day rifles. The term, muzzleloading and black-powder hunting often are used interchangeably.


What Is Black Powder


Always remember, black powder is the only propellant safe to use in any muzzleloading firearm. Regardless of any information or suggestions from others, no other propellant is safe to use in either original or reproduction black-powder guns.
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Choosing the right black-powder rifle for you is very important.


The term, black powder, does not refer to just any gun powder that is black in color, because modern, smokeless powders are also black in color. These words do apply to the propellant that is made of a mixture of sulphur, saltpeter and charcoal and designed specifically as a propellant powder. Be sure the black powder you use is commercially manufactured black powder for use in muzzleloaders, offered for sale by a reputable firm. Never take chances with your powder.


When burning, black powder creates grayish-white smoke and a heavy residue of fouling in the bore of the firearm. This fouling can become quite heavy and smells of sulphur or rotten eggs. Weather and humidity can affect the characteristics of the fouling--making it cake very hard in dry atmospheres and causing cleaning and loading to be cumbersome. In wet weather areas, the fouling may remain moist and soft, allowing for quicker and easier cleaning. Any excessive build-up in the bore can make loading of a patched ball difficult or impossible, sometimes in as little as three shots. Also as fouling builds up, it reduces the accuracy of the firearm.


But black-powder fouling is not cause for alarm nor should it deter you from shooting a muzzleloader. First-hand experience with black-powder shooting soon will assure you that the few nuisances of this style propellant are far outweighed by the charm and enjoyment of muzzleloading.


In the commercial grades of black powder that are available, currently four granulations are generally offered. It is the size difference of the individual granule that determines one granulation a better choice than another for certain firearms. The largest granules are the slowest to burn, while the smallest burn rapidly. Here’s some descriptions of the various granulations and suggested usage.


1f or fg-Coarsest granulation, used for model cannons and large caliber rifles.


2f or ffg-Less coarse granulation, used for rifles .45 to .58 caliber.


3f or fffg-Standard granulation used for all revolvers, pistols and small bore rifles .38 caliber and less.


4f or ffffg-Finest granulation, to prime the pan of flintlock model firearms only.


Use and store black powder according to the manufacturer’s instructions on the container.


How a Muzzleloader Works The Lock


The lock is the heart of the muzzleloader because it provides ignition for the main powder charge in the barrel. Most muzzleloading firearms today are built with either a flintlock, the earliest, most successful system of ignition, or a percussion lock, the improved system which supplanted the flintlock around the early 1800s.


The Flintlock


A flintlock firearm utilizes the same ancient principle of striking flint against steel to make a spark that will make a fire or ignite a gun. When a gun is fired, the hammer swings through an arc, scraping the flint down the hardened metal face of the frizzen to produce a shower of sparks. The frizzen kicks forward, uncovering a small indentation, known as the flash pan, which contains priming powder. The shower of sparks then ignites the priming powder. The flash of the ignited priming powder is carried through the touch hole, a small hole connecting the flash pan with the main powder charge in the barrel. This sequence takes place in a fraction of a second, when the gun has been properly loaded and primed and carries a sharp flint and a hardened frizzen.


NOTE: The spark from a flintlock falling into an unprimed pan can, at times, fire a loaded weapon. Always treat a flintlock--primed or unprimed--as a loaded weapon.
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Learning how to load is an important part of shooting accurately.


All this snapping, sparking and the ignition of the priming powder can be somewhat disconcerting to the beginning buckskinner, since it takes place right next to the sights through which you’ll be looking. This activity makes the flintlock somewhat more difficult for the novice to master, although this old style of ignition adds to the challenge of shooting a flintlock.


A disadvantage that may be more difficult to overcome and was one of the reasons the flintlock system was eventually replaced is its vulnerability to moisture. On particularly moist days and especially rainy days, wetness has a tendency to affect a priming charge and to prevent firing. The best solution to this problem is to pay attention to how the flintlock is primed and to protect it from the elements. Shooting a flintlock muzzleloader is a very enjoyable and exciting sport that should be tried by anyone interested in black-powder hunting.


The Percussion Lock


To overcome the disadvantages of flintlock ignition, the percussion lock was developed. A percussion cap replaced the need for flint and frizzen. The cap is placed over the nipple of the gun. To fire the gun, the hammer falls on the cap, crushing it and igniting the fulminate inside. The flame from the fulminate is directed down through a flash hole or channel in the nipple into the main charge in the barrel. Although the percussion system provided a tremendous advantage over the flintlock system, its life span was shortened with the advent of cartridge guns. But remember never to let the hammer of a percussion firearm drop, unless the nipple is protected, as it will cause damage.


Inside the Lock


Virtually all muzzleloader locks are internally the same and conceptually all work in identical fashion, although there are variations. The three major components of a lock are: the mainspring, which may be a flat, V-shaped or coil type; the tumbler, which is notched and projects through the lock plate to the hammer; and the sear, which pivots its tip into the notches of the tumbler and holds the lock in the half-cock or full-cock position.


When the Hammer is Cocked


As the hammer is drawn back, the tumbler rotates clockwise, allowing the sear to ride along the bottom of the tumbler until it clicks into the first notch: the half-cock or the safety notch. When the hammer is set in a secure half-cock notch, firing the gun or moving the hammer by pulling the trigger should be impossible. If the hammer is then drawn back further, the sear will click into the second notch: the full-cock notch. The gun is now ready to be fired.


With the gun in the full-cock position, the trigger pressure will push upward on the rear portion of the sear to push the sear tip out of the full-cock notch. The tumbler then will rotate in a counterclockwise direction under the pressure of the mainspring and drop the hammer to fire the gun.


Examine the Lock


Any muzzleloader should have the critical half-cock and full-cock functions checked prior to use. The lock should have a secure and solid half-cock (the first cock position) to prevent the gun from accidentally firing. If for some reason the half cock does not fully engage its notch and allows the hammer to fall, the gun should not be used until the problem has been completely resolved by a competent gunsmith. Always check the half-cock position before relying on it.


Now examine the full-cock notch. To prevent the presence of a hair (extremely lightweight) trigger, the sear tip must adequately engage the full-cock notch. If a sear adjustment screw is provided in the tumbler of the lock, use it only to adjust the sear engagement to a safe level. Do not reduce sear engagement beyond the full face of the sear point. To do so will cause rapid wear of the sear point and notch, creating the possibility of accidental firing.


What Equipment Do You Need The Rifle Projectile


The three most common types of lead projectiles available for muzzleloading are minie balls, maxi balls and round balls. Each type serves a distinct purpose.


Minie


Invented to offer an easier-loading alternative for military use, the minie ball alleviates the need for the traditional ramrod and patch used in the round ball method. The thin base of the hollow, conical bullet expands upon firing, engages the rifling and imparts a spin. Minie balls are available in many calibers and are used with Civil War musket reproductions.


Maxi


Similar to the minie ball in shape and intent but with a solid base to deliver greater weight per bore than with a round or a minie ball, the maxi ball has a wide band that engages the rifling and creates a patch-like seal.


Round


Round balls either are cast (formed in a mold) or swaged (formed by a pressurized process). Cast balls have one flat area referred to as a sprue. Swaged balls do not have a sprue.


Once again, follow the projectile recommendation of the rifle manufacturer. Each specific manufacturer will report what he feels to be the best rifle/projectile combination necessary for the greatest accuracy and consistency.


New Innovations In Bullets


In recent years, black-powder companies have developed better bullets for hunters. Two new kinds of projectiles are being utilized by modern muzzleloaders--the sabot and the pre-lubed ball.
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Prelubed ball and speed loader save time in the field, lessen the amount of equipment the hunter has to carry and are a much faster system of loading.


The pre-lubed ball eliminates the need for a patch and carries lubricating grease in the grooves of the bullet.


The sabot is a plastic cup used to encase a bullet and bring the diameter of that bullet up to the diameter of the bore of the gun. One of the most common sabots is to put a .44-magnum pistol bullet in a sabot and shoot the sabot in a .50-caliber rifle. This particular type of sabot allows you to shoot a lighter projectile faster.


Patches and Lubricant


Any round ball used in a muzzleloader should be patched for ball stabilizing and shooting accuracy. The patch serves two purposes--acting as a gasket to seal the expanding gases of burning black powder and gripping the rifling to impart a spin on the ball.


You can purchase either the more convenient, pre-cut variety of shooting patch or the more authentic yard good lengths to trim to size on-the-spot during your loading sequence. Utilize only the recommended patch thickness specified for your round ball diameter, caliber and firearm.


Lubricate all patches prior to loading. Commonly available substances, such as Crisco, Vaseline, automotive greases and saliva have proven to work well as lubricants. However, commercially offered lubricants have been prepared to provide other advantages, such as rust prevention and foul softening to ease cleaning. Use the lubricant to fully saturate but not wet patch fibers to allow leakage into the powder charge.


When using maxi balls, apply lubricant between the grooves. Also thoroughly cover all sides of the projectile.


Caps or Flints


Most percussion firearms available currently require either a size No. 11 or musket-size percussion cap. A percussion cap is a cup of thin metal containing fulminate, an explosive. When fitted over a tube-like nipple and struck by the hammer of a gun, the fulminate explodes and sends a flash of flame through the nipple into the barrel to ignite the main powder charge. Always make sure the cap fits securely on the nipple of your gun.
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The cap holder keeps the cap secured to the nipple of the black-powder gun.


A flint is an agate-like rock of varying shapes and contours with at least one chisel-shaped edge. Sizing is an important consideration in selecting a flint. If a flint is too long, it will keep the frizzen from properly covering the priming charge in the flashpan. If the flint is too short, it may not make sufficient contact between the flint and the face of the frizzen to produce a shower of sparks. When clamped into a hammer jaw (between a leather pad), a properly-sized flint should narrowly miss contact with the frizzen when the gun is in the half-cock position. Be certain your flint is a sparker.


Accessories Shooting Needs


In addition to these basic elements needed for black-powder hunting, you’ll quickly become aware of the wide range of black-powder accessories now readily available. However, I prefer only a half-dozen or so items, which are essential in assuring a safe and successful shooting experience. Whether you purchase each item individually or as a convenient, prepacked accessory kit, don’t venture too far afield without them.


Powder Horn or Powder Flask


Necessary for storing and carrying black powder to the range or the field, the powder horn is the more authentic looking. Or, you may choose the spring-activated closure metal pouch or tubular flask varieties.



Adjustable Powder Measure


You pour black powder in this brass measuring device to measure and perhaps level, depending on the model, to the correct shooting proportions. Select a model with a thumbscrew to avoid adjustment slippage.


Ball/Bullet Seater


Essentially a shortened ramrod that is necessary for starting the projectile down your barrel, the ball/bullet seater is available in wood or wood/brass combinations.


Range Ramrod


This unbreakable type of ramrod should not be mistaken for the wooden kind that comes with your gun. Made of fiberglass or hickory, a range ramrod will tolerate heavy stress during loading. Quality range rods normally include a cleaning jag as well as a removable tip which reveals a ball puller--a screw-like device for removing stuck balls.


Nipple Wrench


This handy steel tool removes worn nipples.


Capper


This magazine carries a daily supply of caps in an orderly fashion. Commonly available in two forms--tubular, which stacks caps one on top of another, and circular, which stacks caps side-by-side, each of these kinds of magazines dispense one cap at a time.


Bore Cleaner


Bore cleaner is particularly effective for quick cleaning between shot groups at the range or at camp where sufficient hot water may be difficult to obtain.


Hunting Needs


To prepare for hunting activities, you may wish to incorporate a few more accessories than those already discussed. Personal preference will dictate the extent of your list of needed items.


Rifle Sling


Most muzzleloaders are authentically void of slings. However, a sling can prove an invaluable field convenience, especially if you must use both hands to drag a deer out of the woods. There are two basic rifle sling options. For those who aren’t concerned with authenticity, you may want to purchase a sling and swivel conversion kit to mount swivels on your rifle. Or, you may wish to adapt a homemade sling as the mountain men did from rope or leather. Easily constructed, the homemade variety can provide all the benefits of the modern detachable slings yet will not alter the lines of your muzzleloader. Often they are quieter than metallic sling swivels.


Pre-Measured Charges


To eliminate the need to carry a powder horn and powder measure with you and to speed-up the normal loading procedure, you may opt to carry pre-measured amounts of black powder in small, water-tight plastic containers often called speedloaders.


Hunting Pouch/Possibles Bag/Fanny Pack


Although you may not like the thought of carrying a purse-like object, a leather hunting pouch provides a compact means for transporting essential tools including a compass, a rope, a knife, pliers, small screwdriver and drinking water.


Other Necessary Items


Depending on the type of firearm you take to the woods, other necessary items will be needed.


For the Percussion gun: extra nipple; nipple pick; water-tight container for extra caps; loading block: hardwood block drilled to carry patched (and lubed) round balls positioned for quick loading.


For the Flintlock Gun: water-tight container for priming powder; extra flints; leather; vent hole pick.


New Accessories


Other new accessories designed for the hunting black-powder shooter include: a cap protector--a small plastic ring that fits over the cap to prevent the cap from falling off the nipple when hunting; a nipple protector--a hard plastic cap that fits over the entire nipple, prevents the hammer from hitting the cap, functions as a safety when the hammer is back and helps to keep moisture away from the nipple; a muzzle protector--either a muzzle cap, which is made of hard plastic, or a muzzle guard, which is made of prophylactic rubber and functions like a finger cot; a possibles tool which looks much like a Swiss army knife and contains a nipple pick, a nipple wrench, a knife and a wide variety of other helpful black-powder tools; a variable 1.5-4X or 2-7X riflescope for black-powder hunters in the states where scopes are permitted.


How To Choose A Hunting Rifle


As you search through the gun rack at your local sporting goods store for available muzzleloading reproductions, you may become confused by the variety of types, brand and brandless names, calibers, etc. Exercise the same criteria in judging a potential purchase as the pioneers did when they bought muzzleloaders. Their first and foremost concern was for safety and reliability. Our forefathers always made sure they received their money’s worth from a purchase. If money was no object, they might have been willing to pay a premium price for a fancy piece of wood or some additional ornamentation. But usually austerity dictated they purchased a sound, economical firearm.


To be certain his money was well-spent, the frontiersman bought from a reputable gun maker or a well-known firm. This advice is still very true today. Remember, there are a number of firms manufacturing muzzleloaders, but only a few have shown through the years that they will back up a reliable product at a reasonable price. Don’t be swayed by an unknown product at a bargain basement price.


One purchase advantage you can expect as a modern muzzleloading shooter is inclusion of complete safety and instructional materials with your reproduction. Coupled with a warranty, you can be assured of a manufacturer’s obligation to protect you. When buying a gun, check to see that all product and safety literature is included.


Characteristics of A Quality Muzzleloader


The decision as to which style firearm to purchase is ultimately one of personal opinion but consider certain points beforehand. First, notice the general design of the firearm. Does it look authentic? Has the manufacturer done his research and development homework to produce a replica of an original piece? While good looks are not a major criteria, they do hint as to the integrity of the arm itself and the attention to detail the manufacturer has incorporated in the rifle.


Pay particular attention to the lock, which should be well-finished and have secure half-cock and full-cock notches. Check both notches a number of times to be sure they are consistently secure.


With a flintlock, be sure the frizzen is well-hardened, so it will throw a good shower of sparks. If possible, ask to see one spark.


Be sure the mainspring of a percussion lock is sufficiently strong to consistently ignite a percussion cap. Don’t be fooled by a soft mainspring. It may cock easier, but it will be less consistent when firing. Look at the inside of the lock if possible, where there should be a minimal number of rough edges. Any edges that are somewhat rough should be in areas that do not rub during movement. Notice the mainspring. If the spring is not properly designed and manufactured, it may be a source of future problems. Both coil and V-type mainsprings are offered by a variety of manufacturers. Properly designed, either works very well.
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The nipple guard prevents the hammer from prematurely hitting the cap and allows the hunter to cock the hammer and ready for the shot while still protecting the cap.
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