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When writing about guns, I’m mindful of Gough Thomas’s warning not to get overly concerned with looking
down the ‘wrong end of the telescope.’ Friends, experiences and access to the great outdoors are the real
benefits of shooting.
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A double flint by Joseph Manton,
a beautiful example of what Hawker
called ‘artistry in firearms’.

The Race to Develop
a Practical Hammerless Gun
Manton and Durs Egg in Britain and Joshua Shaw in
the USA.
The concept of a copper cap atop a hollow
nipple, sending a hot flame down a channel to ignite
the main charge, was quickly recognised as a sound
system. Copper caps became easily obtainable, cheap
and reliable, and thus the principal means of detonation for sporting guns until the 1850s was settled. The
percussion gun was still loaded from the muzzle, like
the flintlock, but it was now quicker to ignite, quicker to
load, more weather-proof and easier to maintain.

THE YEAR is 1871 and the shooting world is in a state
of excitement and confusion. The ancestors of your
average ‘sporting squire’ had been using fowling pieces
of basically the same style for 200 years.
They were single or double barrelled in configuration, were loaded from the muzzle by means of a
ram-rod and initially detonated by side-locks sporting
hammers carrying a carefully shaped flint, which
created a spark and ignited a charge of powder, via a
touch hole in the breech end; thereby detonating the
main powder charge in the chamber and sending the
payload of shot and wadding down the barrel towards
its target.
Then, around 1807, the Reverend Alexander
Forsyth invented the ‘scent bottle lock’ his precursor
(via Manton’s 1816 pellet lock) to the copper percussion
cap of 1822. Forsyth’s gun became known as the ‘scent
bottle’ lock because it featured a container of fulminate, which rotated to pour a measure of the compound
onto a channel on the central spindle. Forsyth made no
money from his invention and died a poor man in 1843,
having striven for years to find an application of his idea
that would find general favour. However, he had paved
the way for a revolution in gun making, so he deserves
our appreciation.
With the introduction of the percussion cap,
the need for a flint was rendered obsolete. Instead, a
simple hammer falling onto a nipple charged with
a copper cap containing a compound of fulminate,
created the required spark. It was quicker, more reliable
and more weather-proof.
Between 1814 and 1816 a number of gunmakers
were working on the same improvements and the
cap-lock emerged. It is variously credited to Joseph

An Innes double flintlock, circa 1810. The flintlock at its
highest development was a sporting gun with balance,
beauty and grace. However, the ignition system had
reached the end of its development and new avenues
had to be explored.
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A double percussion sporting gun by Alex Martin. Percussion muzzle loaders improved massively on flintlocks
in terms of ignition. The style, grace and quality of the
best of them are easy to appreciate. However, to speed
up the firing cycle, muzzle-loading had to give way to
a new system.

A 12-bore pinfire gun by Dougall on his ‘Lockfast’
patent of 1860. Pin-holes in the barrels allowed the
hammers to strike the protruding pins and detonate the
charge.

The percussion muzzle loader’s era spanned the
1820s, 30s and 40s before it ran into any serious competition and then, as Hawker had once defended the flintlock during the early days of percussion, so gunmakers
like William Greener fought against the tide when the
‘next big thing’ emerged onto the scene: the breech
loader.
The Great Exhibition of 1851 brought the
embodiment of this idea to Britain from the continent.
Casimir Le Faucheaux exhibited what was disparagingly termed ‘the French crutch gun’ by a number of
British commentators. It was a revolutionary concept
to the average sporting man, who had previously only
ever considered the loading of a shotgun possible by
pouring powder and shot down the muzzles. Breech
loading, however, was not then a new concept: screwbarrel breech-loading flintlock pistols had been used as
far back as the English Civil War.

Pinfire cartridges put the detonation charge, the main
powder charge and the shot charge into one portable
container. For the first time, a new unit could replace a
spent one in a second.
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