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Douglas D. Scott 

Uncapped Potential: 
Applying Firearms Identification 
Procedures in the Analysis 
of Percussion Caps 

ABSTRACT 

Firearms identification procedures continue to playa role in 
the archaeological study of battles and warfare. Percussion 
caps, if well preserved, have the potential to yield unique 
individual tool marks that can be microscopically examined 
to determine a minimum number of weapons present at a 
specific site. This study analyzed 110 percussion caps from 
an 1854 U.S. Army and Apache battle site and determined 
that at least 34 firearms were used in the battle. A valida­
tion study using modern percussion caps from 11 known 
weapons was also undertaken to demonstrate the potential 
for percussion cap analysis in future studies. 

Introduction 

Physical manifestations of U.S. Army and 
Apache warfare are abundant in the American 
southwest and are being actively studied by 
archaeologists (Adams et al. 2000a, 2000b; 
Laumbach 2001). One such battle took place 
on 30 March 1854, the Battle of Cieneguilla, 
in the mountainous terrain near Taos, New 
Mexico (Johnson 2003). The battle site was 
located by Carson National Forest archaeologists 
and is undergoing inventory and analysis under 
the supervision of David Johnson. During the 
metal detector and visual inventory phase, the 
archaeological team recovered abundant evidence 
of the fight, including more than 100 percus­
sion caps. The percussion cap (Figure 1) is an 
external priming device used on a muzz1eload­
ing firearm to ignite and fire the powder charge 
and bullet situated in the bore of a gun (Lucas 
1985). Percussion caps were officially adopted 
as an ignition system in the U.S. Army in 1841 
with the introduction of the U.S. percussion 
musket, Model of 1842, and the "Mississippi" 
rifled musket, Model of 1841 (Coggins 1990: 
31), although the percussion system was used 
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on select military firearms as early as 1833. 
The percussion cap, in essentially the same 
form as it was constructed in the 19th century, 
is still made today and used by blackpowder 
muzzleloading shooting enthusiasts for hunting 
and target shooting. 

Percussion caps are an untapped analytical 
resource for archaeologists studying sites where 
firearms were utilized. These tiny artifacts have 
the potential to yield information regarding the 
minimum number of weapons present at a site, 
and the locations and use of those firearms. 
Coupled with precise provenience informa­
tion, the actual movement of firearms across a 
battlefield or any site with firearms use can be 
reasonably determined using standard firearms­
and tool-mark identification procedures. This 
study introduces archaeologists to the analyti­
cal potential and examination procedures of this 
underappreciated firearms artifact type. 

Percussion Cap Development 

Percussion caps were developed in the early-
19th century and, like other percussion primers, 
served to improve upon the flintlock system of 
firearms ignition. The flintlock system was 
beleaguered by a high rate of ignition failure 
due to chronic powder dampness and lack of an 
adequate spark for ignition. Research conducted 

FIGURE 1. Two percussion cap types: "top hat" or 
musket caps from (a) top, (b) side , and (e) interior view, 
respectively; (d) common or pistol cap with ridged sides . 
(Photo by Douglas Scot!.) 
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