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Introduction to Authentic Cartridges for Reenactors. Like most reenactors, | strive to create the
most authentic impression that time, research, and money allow. After several years of Civil War
reenacting in a couple different units, each progressively more “authentic” than the previous one,
I've noticed that reenactors (both “mainstreamer and hard-core”) spend a lot of time, money, and
energy making certain parts of their impressions painstakingly accurate. The most obvious
examples that comes to mind are “de-farbed” muskets and bayonets, leather gear with accurate
manufacturer’s stamps, period buttons, etc. While | enthusiastically approve of using the most
authentic weapons and equipment possible and commend those who take the effort to rise above
the sutler row “Paki Depot” garbage, | have observed that so many “authentic” reenactors bring
cartridges onto the field that are, in a word, farby. Many reenactors | know have spent good money
having “Made in Italy” burnished off their musket barrels (a detail only noticeable with a close
examination) but use bright white blank tube cartridges (“paper ladies”) rolled from computer printer
paper (or, worse, the Sunday comics. “Give ‘em Garfield, boys!”).

Perhaps the most garishly bad demonstration of un-authentic cartridges was at one living history
event, where a reenactor, complete in hand-stitched jeanwool and with a beautiful de-farbed Enfield
rifle plucked out a squat little white blank cartridge from his authentically-stamped leather cartridge
box, held it aloft before the crowd, and proceeded to explain that “If this was an actual cartridge,
there would be a bullet here and it'd be tied off here”.

If you're a reenactor yourself, | am sure similar instances come to your mind. Fortunately, a small
(but growing) number of reenactors have, even at fairly mainstream events, begun improving their
ammunition. Unfortunately, while these cartridges usually look better than the white printer-paper
blank tubes others use, only a few can truly be called authentic. To cut right to the chase, a brown
paper tube choked and tied at one end with a couple cotton balls jammed into the noge and then
filled with powder is not an authentic cartridge. Granted, it's a far sight better than what most
mainstreamer reenactors are using, but that’s not really saying much. The reenactor who is
dedicated enough to research authentic accoutrements, buy hand-made kepis with painted oilcloth
visors, and de-farb his musket owes it to himself and his otherwise accurate impression to use
ammunition of similarly high standards of authenticity.

For the Civil War infantryman, small arms ammunition were among the tools of his trade, absolutely
essential to his job as a soldier. It is for no small reason that the United States and British
governments in the 1850s and 1860s meticulously studied bullet and cartridge types to develop
rifle-musket ammunition. There is a misconception that these cartridges were simple, because they
were intended for use in what we now consider to be primitive firearms. On the contrary, small arms
ammunition in the Civil War was made (when circumstances allowed) to exacting specifications,
and the Enfield cartridge in particular was deliberately complex. This ammunition had to be made
with precision, within tolerances of a hundredth of an inch, but with paper, string, lead, and black
powder. Ultimately, these cartridges represented the culmination of four hundred years’
development of the muzzle-loading firearm, and both the cartridges themselves and the firearms
that used them went from ultra-modern to hopelessly obsolete within the span of two decades.
Tying off the nose of a paper tube, stuffing it with cotton balls, and calling this crude replication an
“authentic cartridge” is not simply unauthentic, but a telling statement on just how ignorant we 21*
Century reenacting moderns are of the complexity of Civil War era rifle-musket ammunition.




Enfield paper cartridges

The P1853 Enfield rifle-musket cartridge is entirely cylindrical and is distinguished from most other
cartridge types by the bullet end having been lubricated on the paper exterior. This facilitated the
loading of the bullet while still wrapped in the lubricated paper, and meant that the bullet itself had
to be undersized more so than usual to fit the bore of the musket.

All Enfield cartridges made by hand used three or four pieces of paper. Not all were made by hand;
beginning in 1858 the British began manufacturing a limited number of Enfield cartridges using a
machine to form the paper cylinders (called "bags") directly from paper pulp with a vacuum mold.
This technique had limited success, and period sources remark with frustration that the promising
new technology was still not functioning like they had hoped as late as the mid-1860s. Most British
cartridges, and all Enfield cartridges made in the Americas, were accordingly made by hand.

Officially, "by the book", P/53 pattern cartridges were to be made from two trapezoidal envelopes
of "White Fine" paper and a rectangular powder case of stiffer "Cartridge Paper". The White Fine
paper, often abbreviated as "WF" paper, was strong and thin and has been compared by period
sources to the fine newsprint used by the larger and more successful periodicals of the day.
Cartridge Paper was heavier and stiff, of approximately the same consistency as construction
paper, and it gave the cartridge strength and form, preserving the cartridge shape and also
protecting the gunpowder. British regulations demanded consistent quality in the paper used for
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Fig. 1. Step by step instructions for fashioning P/53 Enfield cartridges from the 1855 edition of “A Companion
to the New Rifle Musket”. Note the small inner envelope and the large outer wrapper.




making cartridges, as paper that was too thick would make for difficult loading, while paper too thin
or too weak would leave too much windage and result in a flimsy cartridge. Of course, the British
had the advantage of being at peace, and there was no imminent demand for millions of cartridges
to feed the raging war. As a result, British-made Enfield ammunition was of exceptional quality.
Much of the British ammunition smuggled through the blockade was in its original pristine condition,
but unfortunately for the Confederates a great deal of ammunition came spoiled, exposed to
moisture, or falling apart. Because the British government demanded such high standards, inferior

ammunition that was rejected for whatever reason by the British Army found a ready buyer in the
Confederacy.

When first adopted as the official service cartridge for the new P/53 Enfield rifle, the round was
fashioned by rolling up the stiff Cartridge Paper around a forming dowel along with the inner
envelope (alternatively called the “little trapezium”), with the excessive length of the inner envelope
being used to seal shut the short, stuff tube that formed the “powder case”. This stiff internal tube
gave the shape and strength to the entire cartridge. Figure 1 is from the 1855 edition of A
Companion to the New Rifle Musket, a popular work that praised the P/53 as “one of the most
perfect weapons” that scientific technology had ever produced. Note the extremely small size of
the inner envelope, which did not project beyond the open end of the stiff Cartridge Paper of the
powder case. The forming dowel upon which the powder case was made was concave at the end,
corresponding exactly to the point of the .568-caliber Pritchett ball used, and a second tool was
used to press the powder case so that it was formed to the same shape of this cavity. The nose
of the Pritchett ball fit snugly into the precisely-formed bottom of the powder case, and the bullet
and the case were rolled up together tightly inside the outer, or larger, envelope. At the bullet end
the large envelope was choked
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Atevery stage of manufacture the British-made Enfield cartridge was measured and inspected. The
Pritchett bullets were run through strict sizing gauges. Likewise the completed cartridges were
passed through sizing gauges and weighed. If a cartridge did not fit within the closely prescribed
tolerances, the entire lot was rejected. To prevent paper from clinging to the bullet when it was fired
(this ruined any accuracy), three slits were cut into the outer envelope where it wrapped around the
bullet to guarantee separation. | have personally seen many British-made Pritchett bullets with one,
two, or three vertical slices from the base to the bullet “shoulder”, very strongly suggesting that the




INNER ENVELOFR. SYIFY AP ER.

B 14 #“\u

Fig. 3. Late pattern P/53 Enfield cartridge showing larger inner

envelope and smaller outer envelope. From “Hand-Book for Hythe”,
1860.

slits in the outer envelope paper
were at least occasionally done
after the cartridge was assembled.

Nearly identical methods are
prescribed by the 1855 Instruction
of Musketry textbook that was the
official standard of the British
military (Figure 2). This was the
service cartridge that British

| soldiers brought into action in the

Crimea, where rigorous duty on
the battlefield tested the design
and concept of the Enfield
cartridge under conditions that
could never be recreated at the
proving-grounds at Hythe.
Wartime service revealed several

serious deficiencies with the cartridge, the most profound being the size of the bullet itself. At .568-
caliber the Pritchett ball, when enveloped in several folds of the outer envelope of the cartridges,
fit rather tight in the rifle bore. After a couple shots, the fouling made loading increasingly difficult.
The cartridge design was also troublesome, because the paper could became loose and often the

entire outer envelope began to unravel around the powder case and the bullet, especially after

being roughly transported thousands of miles and then issued to soldiers in wartime conditions.

The Enfield round faced another challenge in India during the Sepoy
Rebellion of 1857, which was caused by the very cartridge itself. When
native sepoys were to be issued the new Enfield rifles to replace their old
Brown Bess muskets, a rumor was instigated by certain individuals with
rebellious agendas that the loading process for the new gun required the
soldier to put a cartridge into his mouth that was coated either in pork or
beef tallow (unclean to Muslims and Hindus respectively). Unfortunately for
the sepoys who mutinied, they didn’t wait long enough to receive the new
Enfield rifles. They went into battle with their old smoothbores and fought
against regular British troops armed with the P/53 Enfield, and they were
duly cut down en masse. '

Between 1857 and 1859 the Enfield cartridge was entirely redesigned as
a result of the lessons learned in the Crimea and India. The .568-caliber
ball was determined to be too large in the best of conditions, and service
in India revealed (ironically) that the very tallow content in the lubrication
that sparked the mutiny caused “the incrustation of a white deposit” on the
bullet, increasing the diameter and making loading even more difficult.
Captain Edward Boxer, who is better known as the inventor of the Boxer
priming system used on almost every modern centerfire cartridge, raised

considerable public controversy by advocating the reduction of the bullet - -

size from .568 to .550-caliber, and the elimination of tallow from the
lubrication mix. Editorials in British periodicals claimed the changes would
make the Enfield rifle useless, and “tests” were done that supposedly
proved the .55-caliber bullet was no more accurate than the old
smoothbore. Boxer ultimately got his way, in spite of the controversy, and
these changes were officially adopted on February 21, 1859.
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