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Development of �rearms
What is a gun?
The �rst guns were simple metal tubes of cast bronze or wrought iron, closed at one end
and �tted there with a touch-hole (vent). Larger guns, cannon, were placed on wooden
bases to stabilize them when being �red, while smaller guns, which were light enough to
be carried and �red by one person, were known as handguns. Most early guns were
loaded by ramming a charge of gunpowder down to the breech (rear end of the barrel)
then ramming a ball of lead down onto the powder. More gunpowder was poured into
the vent and lit using a piece of matchcord (hemp cord treated with saltpetre), or with a
red-hot �ring iron. When the powder in the vent caught �re and ignited the main charge
in the barrel the explosion of the gunpowder threw the ball out with great force.

By the 1580s a cheaper and more reliable ignition device
than the wheellock had been developed which used the
simple striking of �int on steel to create sparks. 

A piece of natural �int was held in a spring-driven clamp,
or ‘cock’. A steel striking surface, or ‘frizzen’, was placed in
front of this above a priming pan. When the trigger was
pulled the cock fell forward, the �int struck the curved
striking surface and threw it backwards, revealing the
priming powder. Sparks fell into the priming powder, which
ignited, which in turn �red the main charge in the barrel.

The �intlock went through many mechanical
variations, but by the early 18th century one particular
form (the French lock) became almost universal. It saw
military service throughout Europe from the mid 17th to
the mid 19th century.

The matchlock was a simple mechanism
- it had a slow-burning length of
matchcord, which had to be adjusted,
clamped in the serpent, kept free of
ash, and pulled into the priming pan
to ignite the powder. Weather
could wreak havoc: rain could soak
the match so that it went out,
wind could blow away the powder.
Just having a burning match
around gunpowder was a hazard.

Handguns appeared in the 14th
century. They were muzzle-loading
barrels of bronze or iron; simple
inaccurate weapons but ones which
could be used by inexperienced troops
and required much less training than
the longbow. English, about 1640. This musket is typical of those

carried by musketeers of both sides during the
English Civil Wars in the mid 17th century. XII.1638

By around 1500 a �re-striking device based on a
tinder-lighter had been developed which used a
spinning steel wheel to strike sparks from a piece of
natural mineral, iron pyrites.

Having loaded the barrel with powder and ball in
the usual way the locks’ wheel, which was mounted
on an axle driven by a strong spring, was rotated, or
‘spanned’ by a key about three-quarters of a turn. 
It was held in that position by a trigger mechanism. 
A piece of iron pyrites, held in a clamp or ‘dog’ was
brought over to rest on the wheel and when the
trigger was pulled the wheel spun, creating sparks
which ignited the powder in the priming pan. When
this powder caught �re it ignited the main charge in
the barrel and �red the gun.

The wheellock enabled the creation of an entirely
new weapon – the pistol. Firearms could now be
used e�ectively with one hand and from horseback.Barrel
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Infantry preparing to resist cavalry, with �intlocks, bayonets
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Iron, about 1500. The hook below the barrel could be
placed over a wall to take the recoil. XII.3748

Early Handgun 1

One of a pair, Dutch , about
1640, barrel Italian (Brescian),
about 1640. XII.1267

Wheellock holster pistol 3

The last of the �intlocks, the New
Land Pattern musket, was
introduced around 1802.XII.132
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