Bullet Identification

History of the Minie Ball:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mini%C3%A9_ball
There are several reference books focused on Civil War bullet identification, but two that are essential are:

A Handbook of Civil War Bullets & Cartridges, James E. Thomas and Dean S. Thomas, Thomas Publications.  Available directly from Thomas Publications for $10

Civil War Projectiles II, Small Arms & Field Artillery with Supplement, W. Reid McKee & M.E. Mason Jr. 
1980. 203 Pages.  Available from North/South Trader for roughly $35

McKee and Mason established the taxonomy used to classify and identify bullets.  Thomas and Thomas built upon their work to correct some errors and better identify many bullet types.

The prevailing taxonomy used is:

· Number of grooves (typically called rings, but as most are recessed, “grooves” is a more accurate word in many cases)

· Cavity type – the most common being conical, but there are numerous variations on that.  Carbine, and many pistol, bullets have no cavity.

· Diameter:  Measured in 100ths of an inch.  For muzzle loaders, this is slightly smaller than the weapon’s caliber as it was necessary to insert the projectile down the barrel.  In an unfired state, carbines and other breechloaders are slightly larger than the intended caliber because they were forced into the barrel mechanically prior to firing.

· Length

· Weight, measured in grains

Using this taxonomy, collector Tom Henrique has developed a free online Civil War bullet identification resource available at:

http://www.baymediapro.com/collection/
To measure the diameter and length of bullets, a micrometer is necessary.  Inexpensive digital ones are available at Harbor Freight or on eBay for approximately $10.
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Measure diameter as shown above as the bottom of the bullet is the widest part.  If the diameter is not equal, the bullet is “out of round,” and you should take an average of the widest and narrowest measurements.

A fired bullet will have rifling and other distortion.  The rifling is called “lands and grooves” with the “lands” being more raised than the grooves.  This information is helpful in determining the type of weapon a bullet was fired from.  

Projectiles fired from a smoothbore, such as a musket ball, will have light striations, but no rifling pattern.

Pictured below are sections of two gun barrels.  The top one has no rifling and is a smoothbore.  The light lines in the bottom one, which are not perfectly parallel to the line of the bore, are the rifling that imparts the twist to the bullet during firing.
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If a bullet is dug but not fired, it is called a “drop.”  These are extremely numerous owing to imperfect ones being weeded out by soldiers, powder dampness, or generally camp activities such as using the powder to start a campfire.

Additional basics:

Rifled Musket:

http://www.historynet.com/weaponry-the-rifle-musket-and-the-mini-ball.htm

