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If old grandpa left you his old 
12 gauge, or you want to shoot 
that old pistol you came 
across while cleaning the attic 
(and don’t have any ammo!) 
what do you do? If you can’t 
buy ammo, or even primers 
and re-loading presses from a 
store, what do you do??  
You will need to start from 
scratch!  
Expedient Homemade Ammo  
provides all the information 
you need to make simple and 
effective ammo.  
At the end of the day, you 
don’t need ‘Presses & Primers’  
to construct you own simple 
improvised ammo using just a 
few simple tools! 
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IIMMPPRROOVVIISSEEDD  HHOOMMEEMMAADDEE  
1122  GGAAUUGGEE  SSHHEELLLLSS    
 
If, for whatever reason, you cannot buy your 12g sh ells from a store, you 
may need to construct your own improvised 12g ammun ition. 
The following document illustrates how 12g shells c an be easily and 
quickly constructed with just a few simple tools an d components. 
 

PPrroodduuccttss  rreeqquuii rreedd  
 

1. 25mm MDPE pipe stiffeners. 
2. 15mm wood dowel. 
3. 15mm plumbing olives. 
4. 8mm rubber nut caps. 
5. Hot glue gun. 
6. Shot - (Lead or BB’s) 
7. Black powder. 
8. .38 blank cartridge. 

 



Expedient Homemade Shotgun Ammo  

-3- 

The main body of the shell is a simple MDPE pipe st iffener available from 
any good trade-plumbing outlet. The ones pictured b elow are used for 
common blue 25mm MDPE water pipe. The stiffener (from here on referred 
to as the shell) is 20.3mm in diameter. The shells inside diameter is 
17mm. Pipe stiffeners do vary slightly in dimension fro m maker to maker 
so the manufacturing techniques illustrated here ar e based on the pipe 
stiffeners I used in the writing of this document. Any 25mm pipe stiffener 
may be used, but they may require slightly more tri mming. 
 

 
  

  

Common 25mm 
pipe stiffeners. 

A 25mm pipe 
stiffener shown 
alongside a 
standard 12g 
shell. 



Expedient Homemade Shotgun Ammo  

-4- 

TTRRIIMMMMIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHEELLLL  
 
The first step is to reduce the rim of the shell to  a thickness of 1.5mm (or 
thereabouts) using a flat file. The shell is passed  ‘back and forth’ over 
the file until the rim is the correct thickness. Th is is a quick and simple 
procedure. During the trimming procedure rotate the  shell a quarter turn 
every few ‘passes’ to ensure the rim is evenly redu ced. 

 
 

 

Reducing 
the rim. 

Checking the 
rim thickness. 
It should be 1-
1.5mm 
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PPRRIIMMIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHEELLLL  
 
The next step is to prime the shell. For this we re quire a .38 blank  
cartridge and a 13mm length of 15mm diameter wood dowel.  
The crimp of the blank is removed with a file.  Note: If the blank is loaded 
with black powder, the powder should be saved for l ater use. 

The next step is to drill a 3/8” (9.5mm ) hole through the center of the 
dowel section and fit the two brass/copper 15mm plumbing olives. 
After drilling the 3/8” hole coat the outside of th e dowel with high 
strength retainer such as ‘bearing fit’ and slide t he olives over the  

Fit the olives. 

OLIVES 

Empty .38 blank 
and wood dowel 
section.  

BLANK 

DOWEL 
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wood dowel. Now leave the assembly for a few minute s for the adhesive 
to  harden.  The blank can now be inserted into the dowel assemb ly and 
glued in place with retainer.  
 

 
 

 
The blank must be glued in place using a high stren gth retainer but 
ensure no adhesive enters the mouth of the blank. R emove any excess 
retainer with a tissue after the blank is seated. 
 

Blank and dowel 
assembly. 

Push the 
blank 
home.  
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The blank cartridge assembly can now be inserted in to the shell and 
glued in place.   

 
Apply retainer to the blank assembly olives and pre ss into the shell.  
It should be noted that the assembly is a close pre ss fit. 

 
The base of the shell showing the assembly in posit ion, effectively 
priming the shell ready for loading. Ensure the ass embly is completely 
‘flush’ with the end of the shell base. 

Push the assembly 
into the shell. 

The primed shell
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The improvised 12g shell should be charged with a s uitable charge of 
propellant. Either black or smokeless powder may be  used. If black 
powder cannot be obtained through conventional sour ces it can be 
sourced by dismantling 12g black powder cartridges such as ‘yachting’ 
or ‘alarm’ blanks etc. When using black powder, fil l the shell to roughly 
the half way point leaving enough room for the shot  charge. If smokeless 
powder is used place two or three nut caps over the  charge.  
After loading the powder charge an 8mm rubber nut cap  is pressed into 
the shell using the finger, as shown in the above p hoto. Obviously this 
should be done with the shell in a vertical  upright position and not as I 
am showing it in the above photo. Now press the nut  cap fully home 
using a pencil. Tamp it down onto the powder charge . The nut cap will be 
a close press fit inside the shell. 

Press the cap 
home using a 
pencil. 

Insert the cap. 



Expedient Homemade Shotgun Ammo  

-9- 

LLOOAADDIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHOOTT  
 

 
After pressing the nut cap firmly into place, load a charge of lead shot 
(or steel BB’s) into the mouth of the shell until t he top of the load is just 
below the shell mouth. I loaded a charge of fifty f ive or so steel BB’s. 
Now insert another nut cap ( open end into the case ) and press in firmly. 

 
If necessary, adjust the amount of shot to allow th e cap to be inserted to 
the correct depth. 

Load the shot.  
 

Insert nose cap. 
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The nut cap in position, effectively sealing the mo uth of the shell and 
holding the shot charge in place. A bit of experime ntation should be 
carried out by the loader as to how much shot is ne eded to allow the cap 
to be fitted correctly. As shown above, a shallow ‘ V’ shaped gap should 
exist around the cap after fitting.   
To finish off our improvised 12g shell it is only n ecessary to glue the cap 
in position using a hot glue gun. The one I am usin g here cost a mere 
£2.99. It is perfectly adequate for the job. Ensure  the gun is fully heated 
and place a bead of glue around the mouth of the sh ell. 

  

Cap in position. 

Shallow gap  

Applying the 
glue . 
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When applying the glue it is far easier  to rotate the shell in the fingers,  
rather than trying to move the gun around the shell  mouth!  

 
The shell mouth is now completely sealed, as shown above.  
The glue acts as the crimp found on any factory or professionally home 
loaded shotgun shell. 
The finished 12g shell compares favourably to those  commercially 
available.  
 

Finish with a neat 
bead of glue 

It should look 
similar to this 
when finished  
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An alternative priming method is to use a 13 or 14mm  length of the red 
rubber ‘Calor Gas’ bottle tubing, available in most  DIY/Caravan 
accessory stores, and an 8mm blank . The powder is removed from the 
blank just as we did with our .38 blank cartridge. 
The gas tube is pressed into the olives and the bla nk is then pressed 
into the tube. All the components are retained usin g high strength 
retainer as discussed earlier.  

 
Once the tube and blank components are assembled th e priming unit 
can be pressed into the base of the shell as per th e 12g assembly.  

Rubber gas tube 
and 8mm blank 
assembled. 

Gas tube and 
8mm blank 
assembly. 

Primer a ssembly 
ready to fit to the 
case. 
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TTHHEE  AAUUTTHHOORRSS  IIMMPPRROOVVIISSEEDD  SSHHOOTTGGUUNN  SSHHEELLLLSS  
 

 
Here are two of the authors improvised shotgun shel ls. The one on the 
left is a .410 shell manufacture from a length of b rass tubing.  
A circlip is used as the .410 cartridge rim. See .410 shotgun shells, page 
16. The improvised 12 gauge shell will function in any  single or double 
barrelled shotgun as well as in some pump actions.  
It is important to check however that the rim of th e shell has been 
reduced to the correct thickness/diameter prior to priming and loading 
the cartridge.   
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IImmpprroovviisseedd  PPrrooppeell llaanntt   

  
The best type of propellant for any cartridge is ob viously the kind 
manufactured for the purpose, but if this is not av ailable we must 
improvise. 
The simplest of all improvised propellant is the co mmon match head.  
I have used both ‘safety’ and ‘standard’ whole  match heads to quiet 
good effect. A sharp knife is used to ‘nip’ the hea ds off 25 – 30 match 
heads for the .410 gauge and 40 – 45 heads for the 12 gauge.  
This procedure can be quiet reliable as an improvis ed main charge, 
especially if the black powder we removed from the blank is loaded into 
the shell before  the match head charge. This procedure will aid 
combustion of the main charge.  It should be ensure d that the black 
powder falls into the .38 blank case and the match head charge 
deposited over it.  
Another reliable method is to ‘shave’ the match hea d material from the 
stem of the matches and ‘’powder” (crush) them. Thi s is more time 
consuming however, especially when large amounts of  propellant are 
required, but reliability of combustion is signific antly improved.  
The loading procedure is then just as easy as loadi ng the match head 
charge, followed by the wads and shot. 
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NNoottee::   The use of match head propellant is not an exact sc ience and 
velocities can vary due to several factors such as type of matches used 
and the care with which the round was assembled etc . However, 
provided the shell is assembled with sufficient car e there is no reason 
why they will not prove a reasonably reliable alter native to commercially 
available shotgun cartridges.  
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IIMMPPRROOVVIISSEEDD  HHOOMMEEMMAADDEE  
..441100  SSHHOOTTGGUUNN  SSHHEELLLLSS    
 
If, for whatever reason, you cannot buy your .410g shells from a store, 
you may need to construct your own improvised .410 ammunition. 
The following document illustrates how .410 shells can be easily and 
quickly constructed with just a few simple tools an d components. 
 

PPrroodduuccttss  rreeqquuiirreedd  
 

1) 15/32” (11.9mm) brass tube. 
2)  13/32” & 7/16” brass tube. 
3) .38 blank cartridge. 
4)  4mm thick cork sheet. 
5)  Lead shot or BB’s. 
6)  Hot glue gun. 
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The first step in constructing these improvised .41 0 shotgun shells is to 
purchase some lengths of brass tubing. This materia l is commonly 
available from most good hobby and craft shops. 
We require three lengths of tubing; 15/32”  from which to construct the 
shell (a 2 ¼”  length is required) and some 13/32”  and 7/16”  for the 
priming assembly.  
Cut a 2 ¼”  length of the 15/32”  tube using a plumbers tube cutter.  

Cut the tube 
to the correct 
length. 

A .38 blank is 
used to prime 
the shell . 
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To prime the shell we require a .38 blank cartridge  (as shown above) with 
the crimp and powder removed. The crimp should be f iled away and the 
powder removed and discarded. 

 
To prime the shell using the modified .38 blank we require two lengths of 
brass tube – 13/32” & 7/16”.  The two tubes are 13mm ( ½” )  in length. 
Coat the outer surface of the blank with a high str ength retainer such as 
bearing adhesive and press the blank into the 13/32”  tube.  
Allow the adhesive to harden for a few minutes.  
Now coat the outer wall of the 13/32”  tube with retainer and press this 
into the 7/16”  tube. Allow several minutes for the retainer to ha rden. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

The blank and 
two tubes ready 
for assembly into 
the shell tube. 
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PPRRIIMMIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHEELLLL  
  

  
The priming assembly is now ready to insert into th e end of the shell 
body. Simply apply retainer to the outer surface of  the priming assembly  
and press it into the shell.   

 
Ensure that the primer is fully flush with the end of the shell. 

  

The shell and 
priming assembly.

Primer  

The primer should 
be flush with the 
end of the shell.  
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FFIITTTTIINNGG  TTHHEE  RRIIMM  
 

 
The rim of the improvised .410 shell is a simple 15/32” (12mm)  Circlip.  
The clip is fitted to the end of the tube as illust rated above. It may be 
secured using retainer or soldered in position with  either conventional 
solder wire or solder paint. However, if solder is used the clip must be 
fitted BEFOR the priming assembly is installed, for obvious rea sons!  
The clip must then be trimmed, using a file, to rem ove the two plier holes 
present on the clips open end. At this point it is also necessary to check 
how much trimming the clip requires to allow it to chamber in your 
particular shotgun. It is useful to have a standard  .410 shell handy as a 
guide by which to compare your improvised shell.  
Care must be taken to ensure the clip is fitted sec urely and correctly.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
  

Fit the cir - clip 
to the shell 
base.  

Clip  
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CCHHAARRGGIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHEELLLL  
 

 
The next procedure is to make two small wads to ret ain the powder 
charge. For this we need a sheet of 4mm thick cork sheet . This material 
is widely available from most good hobby and craft shops.  
Using the open end of the shell, or a separate leng th of the 15/32”  shell 
tubing, press the end of the tube into the cork she et. This should be 
done twice. 

Now remove the two cork wads using a pencil. 

Press the tube 
into the cork to 
create two ‘over 
powder’ wads. 

Remove the wads 
using a pencil. 
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The shell is now ready to charge with powder. Eithe r black or smokeless 
may be used, but if using a smokeless charge, make sure you adhere 
fully to the recommended charge spelt out in your r eloading manual for 
the particular type of powder you are using. If bla ck powder is used the 
shell should be filled to a third of it’s length, o r thereabouts.  
After charging the shell press the two wads into th e shell as shown 
above and tamp them firmly down over the powder cha rge. 

Now charge the shell with your lead shot or steel s hot. Ensure the top of 
the charge is just below the shell mouth. 

Insert the wads ov er 
the charge. 

Loading the 
shot.  
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CCRRIIMMPPIINNGG  TTHHEE  SSHHEELLLL  MMOOUUTTHH  
 

 
Using a hot glue gun, fill the end on the shell mou th with glue. It is 
important to ‘’score’’ the inner wall of the shell mouth using a sharp nail, 
or similar object, in order to provide a ‘key’ for the glue to stick to . The 
glue will effectively seal the shell and apply a cr imp at the same time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The glue should fill the end of the shell mouth, as  shown above. 
  

Apply the glue to 
the shell mouth. 

Leave the shell for 
several minutes for 
the glue to set. 
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TThhee  ff iinniisshheedd  hhaannddmmaaddee  ..441100  sshheell ll   ccoommppaarreess  ffaavvoouurraabbllyy  ttoo  aannyy  
ccoommmmeerrcciiaall llyy  aavvaaii llaabbllee  ..441100  sshhoottgguunn  rroouunndd.. 

TThhee  ccoommpplleettee  ..441100  sshheell llss  aarree  rreeaaddyy  ttoo  sshhoooott ..  
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……  ”” TThhee  jjuuddggee  hhee  ffeell tt   kkiinndd  ooff   ssoorree..  HHee  ssaaiidd  hhee  rreecckkoonneedd  aa  
bbooddyy  ccoouulldd  rreeffoorrmm  tthhee  oollee  mmaann  wwii tthh  aa  sshhoottgguunn  mmaayybbee,,  
bbuutt   hhee  ddiiddnn’’ tt   kknnooww  nnoo  ootthheerr   wwaayy”” ..    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Expedient Homemade Ammo 
Copyright P.A.Luty (D.F.C - D.A.C)  
 
No part of this document 
may be reproduced without the  
written permission of the author.  
All transgressors will be eliminated,  
or at least made to feel very ill. 
 
The constriction of improvised ammunition can be da ngerous. This document is a 
visual commentary of my own ammunition experiments only and does not condone 
or encourage the manufacture of ammunition by any i ndividual.  
The information contained in this publication is, t herefore, presented for amusement, 
educational and academic study purposes only.   


