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..he says – tea bags! 

      – I say you mean “real tea bags“?  

- and he says it again, yup – I use teabags to make my ammo!

We are both standing side by side at the loading table getting ready for our next stage of this international CAS Match, and I am putting cartridge after cartridge in my revolvers, and so is my neighbor, “Hungarian Pete”, a cowboy from Hungary. 

The difference is – I am loading up my Schofield revolvers with cartridges in metallic cases, he is loading his two percussion guns, 1851 Colt Navy’s, with paper cartridges and is just as quick to get his firearms ready for action as I am! He picks them out of the leather pouch on his gun belt, slips them in sort of sideways, shoves the ball to the top of the cylinder and pushes down on the loading lever.

That is why I asked him what he makes his cartridges from – and his answer - “teabags”!

Later that afternoon we sit together and I am asking a lot of questions because this intrigues me. I love to shoot my percussion guns – I have two 1851 Colt Navy’s  in .44 “Army” caliber, as well as one 1851 Navy in .36, and my “big banger” a “Whitneyville Walker” in .44 as well. 

Up until now I have always loaded “traditional style” by first pouring my black powder charge directly in to the chamber of the gun, then putting a small wad card on top of the powder before setting my round ball in place and compressing with the loading lever. I had of course heard about “paper cartridges” but never actually seen them – except of course on old pictures and read about them in books etc. 

But here was somebody actually using them – and, as I had seen all morning he never had a single misfire, no hang-ups – no nothing!!

Now this Hungarian cowboy pulls a small rectangular box about one and a half times the size of a cigarette pack out of his saddlebag and proceeds to shows me his tools:  First he takes a small flimsy looking piece of rectangular paper from one slot in the box, from another he plucks a wooden dowel approximately 4 inches long. One end of this he has stuck in an empty .38 cartridge case the other end is shaved off slightly to give it a very slight taper, the end is hollowed out just a trifle. 

In another compartment of the box is a stick of paper glue, a number of .44 cal balls and a small roll of sewing thread. 

“Hungarian Pete” now commences to make a cartridge for his revolver before my very eyes by first applying a little of the paper glue to the top edge of the paper slip he is holding in his hand. Next he seats a round .44 cal ball in the small hollow at the end of the wooden dowel using a tiny amount of the same paper glue. 

Then he simply rolls the paper around the dowel -  after carefully aligning the top of the paper with the glue on it and the lead .44 cal ball sitting on the end of the dowel – exactly as you would roll a cigarette around some tobacco – the ball being the filter tip on the end of your querley…

Once the paper is rolled around the stick  and the bullet approx. two times, Janos adds a little of the paper glue to the side end of the paper, rolls it smoothly on to the dowel to form a perfect paper roll, now with a lead bullet firmly glued in to the tip end of this roll. 

“Hungarian Pete” then set this aside in the compartment of a cartridge box to dry for a while, and went on to “roll his own” with the astonishing speed born of long years of practice. 

After completing a box full of these paper hulls he handed me his tools, grinned and said – now you! But – realizing I was going to take up this method myself, I went on an errand…

 I got up, walked to my caravan to fetch my own bag of bullets and some teabags along with my flask of GOEX fffg – and back I went to my first lesson in “doing it yourself”.

First, I found the jar with the tea bags on the shelf in the closet above the sink in my caravan – I do like to drink tea once in a while and always keep loose tea leaves as well as some tea bags on hand.

Next I carefully removed the tiny staple from the top of the tea bag and dumped its contents in with the tea leaves in the tin – don’t want to be wasteful here in any way!

Then I carefully started to unfold the body of the tea bag the way Janos had showed me – and lo and behold – he was right, it unfolded rather easily in to a very much larger rectangle of thin but strong material. Then I folded this piece of material twice as he had showed me to create four evenly sized smaller rectangles and cut them apart.

Next I found a small wooden dowel in the same diameter as the .38 case that I stuck on the one end, gently scraped it down very slightly on all sides to give it that almost imperceptible taper, and gently sanded a small hollow in the exposed wooden top to the shape and size of a .44 round ball from my box.

As it turned out, after spoiling only three paper cartridges I easily got the hang of rolling these paper hulls. 

Then “Hungarian Pete” continued on with his lesson – completing these ingredients to become a finished paper cartridge load for our guns.

“Hungarian Pete” took one of the paper hulls with the bullet now firmly glued in the tip end in hand, inserted a small funnel into the open end and poured some Black Powder fffg into the funnel until it reached the tip of the funnel itself. He then pinched his fingers together, pulled the funnel out and twirled the end of the paper hull into a little tip and then wound a piece of thread from the spool in the little box around this twirled tip, twice around, tied a knot, snipped off the thread, grinned and handed me a perfect cartridge filled with black powder with a .44 cal round ball at its other end and said

 “There you have it”! Easy!!

Looking carefully at this astounding product and holding it up against the light I first could see that the paper hull was rather loosely filled up with the powder charge and that the paper hull was slightly bent to one side where Janos had twirled the end of it together and tied it with the thread. I asked about this and he gave me the explanation: The size that the paper is cut to, is at the same time his “powder measure” – according to his choice he cuts the paper longer or shorter in its length - depending on how much powder he wants to load in to a particular gun. The powder then is filled in with the funnel until it reaches the bottom of the funnel, thereby giving a comparable charge of powder every time because the funnel always is the same in its length, and the only variation is the length of the powder (paper) tube. Next, when he twirls the end of the paper, this automatically goes more to one side than the other, creating a sort of “banana” look. This slightly bent shape enables the easy loading in to the chamber of the revolver, allowing the powder to conform to the inside of the cylinder and slipping down so that the ball can be seated on the cylinder prior to being seated with the loading lever. This crushing down into the cylinder with the loading lever also serves to tear apart the paper hull of the cartridge and facilitates the igniting of the charge by the percussion cap. 

Due to the flimsy and yet surprisingly strong tissue of the tea bag nothing is left in the chamber of the cylinder once the charge has been fired from the barrel – all parts of the paper contraption, glue, thread etc. exit through the barrel and leave absolutely nothing behind!! Fantastic..!!

Fantastic yes – but not new!! In those days of the “Old West” long gone by, it was common practice to use paper cartridges for handguns and for muskets as well as rifles. We today in our “progressive” age have just forgotten about this kind of ammunition and have reverted to “modern day accomplishments” – that do not really have all that much merit! Yes, I know it is simple to go to a store, buy a box of ammo, then shove some rounds in your pistol and shoot them down range or whatever. But – we CAS folk’s do go about things in a different manner from that - now don’t we…  Firstly, most of us reload our ammo anyway so we have free and good access to the components we need. Now – if you are one of us “black powder freaks” you are even further along that road already: you are infected with the “Old West the way it really was” – so, dig out those “real” guns (cap&ball) and start trying it the “real old way”!

 I did…and surely will continue to do so!

Steps #1 to #6 in the accompanying pictures illustrate what I have written above - #7 show you => it all fits into a small box easily carried around in your saddlebag or gun cart!!

Try it some day – you will be surprised!!   

After beginning at the range with that knowledgeable cowboy it was easy as eating pie – following the steps “Hungarian Pete” had showed me at the range I have been able ever since to turn out one perfectly formed paper cartridge after another – and you can do it too! 

In the meantime I do this while watching TV…
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