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Cartridge Headstamp Guide

cartridge headstamp guide: The Ultimate Resource for Understanding Firearm Cartridge Markings In the world of firearms
and ammunition, understanding cartridge headstamps is essential for collectors, reloaders, hunters, and shooting enthusiasts
alike. Headstamps serve as the identification markers stamped on the base of cartridge cases, providing vital information about
the manufacturer, caliber, production date, and sometimes even the specific factory or batch. This comprehensive cartridge
headstamp guide aims to demystify these markings, helping you interpret and utilize headstamp information effectively.

What is a Cartridge Headstamp?

A cartridge headstamp is a series of markings stamped into the base of a cartridge case, typically during manufacturing. These
markings are crucial for identifying the origin and specifications of the ammunition. Headstamps can include: - Manufacturer's
code or name - Caliber or cartridge type - Year or date of production - Factory or plant identification - Special markings for
military or custom loads Understanding these markings allows shooters and collectors to verify authenticity, trace ammunition
origin, and assess compatibility with firearms.

History and Evolution of Cartridge Headstamps

Early Headstamps
Initially, cartridges were marked with simple symbols or initials to identify the manufacturer. Early 20th-century ammunition
often lacked detailed markings, making identification challenging.

Standardization and Government Regulations
As firearms technology advanced, especially during wartime, standardized headstamps became essential for logistics and



quality control. Military cartridges, in particular, adopted specific coding systems.

Modern Headstamps
Today, headstamps are more detailed, often including: - Factory codes - Date of manufacture - Additional markings for special
purpose loads Advancements in manufacturing technology have allowed for more precise and informative markings.

Components of a Typical Cartridge Headstamp

Understanding the standard components of headstamps can help in decoding their information:

Manufacturer Code: Usually a set of letters or symbols identifying the producer (e.g., "FFV," "GFL," "WIN").1.
Caliber Information: Denotes the cartridge's caliber or gauge (e.g., ".223", "9mm", "12G").2.
Production Date or Year: Often a four-digit year (e.g., "1984") or a code indicating production batch.3.
Factory or Plant Markings: Additional symbols or letters indicating the manufacturing plant.4.
Special Markings: Military or commemorative markings, primer types, or lot numbers.5.

Common Types of Headstamp Markings

Understanding common markings helps in identifying ammunition quickly and accurately:

Manufacturer Codes
Different manufacturers use unique codes, which can sometimes be difficult to interpret without reference. Examples include:

WIN – Winchester1.
GFL – Georgia Factory Loaders2.
FFV – Federal Cartridge Company (France)3.
S&B – Sako & Sako-Bolt4.
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Caliber Markings
Most headstamps specify the cartridge's caliber, such as:

9mm1.
.45 ACP2.
.308 Winchester3.
7.62mm NATO4.

Production Year or Date Codes
Manufacturers often include a date code, which can be:

Four-digit year (e.g., "2010")1.
Letter codes representing specific years (e.g., "A" for 2001, "B" for 2002)2.

Factory or Plant Identifiers
Some headstamps include additional symbols or letters indicating the specific factory location.

Military vs. Commercial Markings
Military ammunition may feature specific markings such as: - "LC" for Lake City Arsenal - "WCC" for Winchester - "M" followed
by numbers (e.g., "M80") indicating military specifications

Decoding Common Headstamp Examples

To better understand headstamp markings, here are some typical examples and their interpretations:



Example 1: WIN 9mm Luger 12
- WIN: Manufacturer is Winchester - 9mm Luger: Caliber - 12: Possibly the lot number or production batch

Example 2: GFL 7.62 NATO 83
- GFL: Georgia Factory Loaders - 7.62 NATO: Caliber - 83: Year of manufacture (1983)

Example 3: FC 5.56mm NATO 17
- FC: Federal Cartridge Company - 5.56mm NATO: Caliber - 17: Production year or lot code

Special Headstamp Markings and Codes

Some headstamps include unique symbols or markings for specific purposes:

Military Headstamps
- "LC" indicates Lake City Arsenal (U.S. military) - "WCC" for Winchester Cartridge Company (U.S. military) - "M" series for
military specifications (e.g., M80 for 7.62x51mm NATO)

Recycling or Reloading Marks
Reloaders may add their own markings, which can include: - Custom symbols - Reload date - Lot number

Special or Commemorative Markings
Occasionally, cartridges are marked for special events, anniversaries, or commemorations.
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Importance of Headstamp Identification in Different Contexts

For Collectors
- Authenticity verification - Dating and provenance - Rarity and value assessment

For Reloaders
- Ensuring proper headspace and compatibility - Sorting and batch management - Tracking reload history

For Hunters and Shooters
- Confirming manufacturer and load specifications - Ensuring safety and firearm compatibility

Resources for Decoding Headstamps

Deciphering headstamp markings can be challenging, but several resources are available:

Headstamp reference books and guides1.
Online headstamp databases and forums2.
Manufacturer catalogs and official documentation3.
Collector clubs and ammunition experts4.

Tips for Reading and Collecting Cartridge Headstamps

- Always clean the base of the cartridge carefully to reveal faint markings. - Use a good-quality magnifying glass or microscope
for detailed inspection. - Keep detailed records of headstamp markings for future reference. - Consult reputable reference
guides to decode unfamiliar markings. - Store and handle ammunition safely, particularly vintage or rare cartridges.



Conclusion: Mastering the Art of Headstamp Identification

Understanding cartridge headstamps is a vital skill for anyone involved in firearms, ammunition collection, or reloading. This
guide has provided an in-depth overview of what headstamps are, how to interpret their markings, and why they matter. By
familiarizing yourself with common codes, symbols, and variations, you can enhance your knowledge, ensure safe usage, and
deepen your appreciation for the history and craftsmanship behind each cartridge. Whether you’re a seasoned collector or a
new enthusiast, mastering the art of decoding headstamps opens a window into the world of ammunition manufacturing and
history. Remember: Always handle ammunition responsibly and consult trusted sources when deciphering unfamiliar markings.
Happy shooting and collecting!

Cartridge Headstamp Guide: Decoding the Markings on Ammunition

In the world of firearms and ammunition, the cartridge headstamp is a crucial yet often overlooked element. It serves as a
fingerprint for each cartridge casing, providing vital information about its origin, manufacturer, caliber, and sometimes even
the production date. Whether you're a seasoned collector, a forensic investigator, or simply an enthusiast seeking to deepen
your understanding, mastering the art of reading cartridge headstamps opens a window into the history and manufacturing
practices of ammunition. This comprehensive cartridge headstamp guide aims to demystify the markings found on cartridge
cases, offering insights into their significance and how to interpret them accurately.

What Is a Cartridge Headstamp?

A cartridge headstamp is a series of markings stamped into the primer end (the base) of a cartridge case during
manufacturing. These markings typically include the manufacturer's identification, caliber or cartridge type, and other relevant
information such as production year or lot number. The primary purpose of the headstamp is to identify the cartridge for
quality control, traceability, and safety purposes. For collectors and shooters alike, understanding these markings helps verify
authenticity, identify foreign or obsolete ammunition, and even assess the history behind a particular cartridge.

The Components of a Typical Headstamp

A standard cartridge headstamp generally comprises several elements, though their arrangement and content can vary
depending on the manufacturer and country of origin. Here’s a breakdown of common components:
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Manufacturer’s Mark: Usually a symbol, initials, or name indicating the producer.1.
Caliber or Cartridge Designation: The caliber (e.g., 9mm, .45 ACP) or specific cartridge name.2.
Additional Codes: Lot numbers, production dates, or other identifiers.3.

Understanding what each element signifies is key to interpreting the headstamp accurately. Let’s explore these components in
detail.

Common Types of Headstamp Markings

Manufacturer’s Identification1.

The most prominent feature on a headstamp is the manufacturer's mark. It often appears as initials, abbreviations, or symbols,
and serves to identify the ammunition's origin.

Examples:1.
Federal: "F" or "FED"2.
Winchester: "W" or "WCC" (Winchester Cartridge Company)3.
Remington: "R-P" (Remington-Paterson), "REM"4.
Sellier & Bellot: "S&B"5.
Glock: "G" (for Glock factory ammunition)6.

Some manufacturers use logos or symbols instead of text, especially in older or military ammunition.

Caliber or Cartridge Designation1.

This indicates the specific caliber or cartridge type, which can be expressed in various formats:

Numerical Designation: e.g., "9mm," ".45," ".308"1.
Cartridge Name: e.g., "7.62x39," "5.56 NATO," "8mm Mauser"2.
Special Notations: Some headstamps include the case length, such as "7.62x51."3.

This information helps shooters and collectors verify compatibility and authenticity.

Lot Numbers and Production Codes1.



Manufacturers often include lot numbers, batch codes, or production years to facilitate quality control and traceability.

Lot Number: Typically a sequence of numbers or letters indicating a batch.1.
Year of Manufacture: Sometimes expressed as a two- or four-digit year.2.
Additional Codes: May include factory codes, plant identifiers, or inspector marks.3.

These details are especially important for forensic analysis or verifying the age of ammunition.

Variations in Headstamp Formats

Headstamp layouts can vary greatly across manufacturers and regions. Common formats include:

Straight Line: All markings arranged in a single line, common in older European ammunition.1.
Two or More Lines: Markings stacked vertically or horizontally, prevalent in modern ammunition.2.
Symbols Only: Some military or special-purpose ammunition use symbols or logos.3.

Understanding these formats helps in quickly identifying the type and origin of the cartridge.

Interpreting Headstamp Markings: A Step-by-Step Approach

To accurately decode a headstamp, follow these steps:

Identify the Manufacturer: Look for initials, symbols, or logos.1.
Determine the Caliber: Find the numerical or named designation.2.
Check for Additional Codes: Note any lot, batch, or date markings.3.
Research the Markings: Cross-reference with manufacturer databases or catalogs.4.
Assess Compatibility: Ensure the cartridge matches your firearm specifications.5.

This methodical approach ensures a comprehensive understanding of each cartridge’s background.

Common Headstamp Examples and Their Significance

Example 1: "F 9mm Luger"

F: Federal Cartridge Corporation1.
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9mm Luger: Indicates 9mm caliber, also known as 9x19mm Parabellum2.

This signifies factory-loaded, commercially produced ammunition suitable for a variety of firearms.

Example 2: "WCC 7.62x51 NATO 76"

WCC: Winchester Cartridge Company1.
7.62x51 NATO: Military specification cartridge2.
76: Year of manufacture, 19763.

Such markings are typical of military surplus or NATO-standard ammunition.

Example 3: "R P 45 AUTO"

R P: Remington-Peters (a joint brand)1.
45 AUTO: Caliber designation for .45 ACP2.

Knowing these labels helps identify the origin and intended use of the cartridge.

The Role of Headstamps in Forensic and Collecting Contexts

In forensic investigations, headstamps are invaluable for tracing ammunition origins, linking cartridges to specific
manufacturers, and understanding criminal activity patterns. Collectors use headstamp markings to determine the rarity, age,
and authenticity of ammunition.

Forensic Significance

Traceability: Identifies the manufacturer and production batch.1.
Age Estimation: Helps establish timeline in criminal cases.2.
Source Verification: Determines if ammunition is military, police, or civilian.3.

Collectors’ Perspective

Rarity Identification: Obsolete or limited-run headstamps are highly sought after.1.
Historical Insight: Older headstamps provide a glimpse into manufacturing practices of past eras.2.



Authenticity Confirmation: Ensures the ammunition is genuine and not counterfeit.3.

Challenges and Limitations in Reading Headstamps

While headstamps offer a wealth of information, there are challenges:

Wear and Damage: Corrosion or scratches can obscure markings.1.
Military vs. Commercial: Military headstamps often differ significantly from civilian ones.2.
Foreign Markings: International manufacturers may use unfamiliar symbols or scripts.3.
Counterfeit Ammunition: Fake headstamps can mislead collectors or users.4.

Overcoming these challenges requires experience, good lighting, magnification tools, and access to comprehensive reference
materials.

Resources to Aid in Headstamp Identification

Reference Books: Such as "Cartridge Headstamp Identification" by John F. Bertin.1.
Online Databases: Websites like AmmoHeadstamp.com and Headstamp.com.2.
Collector Forums: Communities of enthusiasts and experts.3.
Manufacturer Catalogs: Official documentation and historical records.4.

These resources can significantly enhance your ability to accurately interpret headstamp markings.

Conclusion: Unlocking the Stories Behind the Markings

The cartridge headstamp is more than a simple marking; it’s a historical record, a safety identifier, and a key to understanding
ammunition’s journey from factory to firearm. By mastering the art of decoding headstamps, enthusiasts, collectors, and
professionals alike can appreciate the rich stories embedded in each cartridge case. Whether for ensuring firearm safety,
conducting forensic investigations, or enriching a collection, becoming proficient in reading headstamps adds a valuable
dimension to the world of firearms and ammunition.

In embracing this knowledge, you gain not just technical expertise but also a deeper appreciation for the intricate
manufacturing history and global diversity of ammunition production. The next time you examine a cartridge, remember: every
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mark tells a story waiting to be uncovered.

Questions & Answers About cartridge headstamp guide

No Question Answer

1 What is a cartridge headstamp and why is
it important for collectors?

A cartridge headstamp is the marking on the base of a cartridge case that
indicates manufacturer, caliber, and sometimes production date. It is
important for collectors because it helps identify the origin, age, and
authenticity of the ammunition.

2 How can I decode a cartridge headstamp
to find out its manufacturer and date?

To decode a headstamp, examine the characters and symbols for
manufacturer codes (such as 'FC' for Federal Cartridge), caliber
markings, and date codes if present. Reference specialized headstamp
guides or manufacturer databases to interpret these markings accurately.

3 Are there different types of headstamps
for various types of ammunition like rifle,
pistol, or shotgun shells?

Yes, different types of ammunition may have distinct headstamp designs
and markings. Rifle and pistol cartridges typically have more detailed
headstamps with manufacturer and caliber info, while shotgun shells
often have fewer markings or different formats.

4 What are common mistakes to avoid when
reading or interpreting cartridge
headstamps?

Common mistakes include misreading small or worn markings, confusing
similar manufacturer codes, and assuming headstamps indicate actual
production date. Always cross-reference with reliable guides and consider
the condition of the cartridge.

5 How can a cartridge headstamp guide
assist in identifying counterfeit or
reloaded ammunition?

A headstamp guide helps compare markings against official manufacturer
codes and known production patterns. Unusual or inconsistent markings
can indicate reloaded or counterfeit ammunition, aiding collectors and
shooters in identifying authenticity.

cartridge identification, headstamp meaning, firearm ammunition, ammo marking, cartridge markings, shell casing
identification, ammunition headstamp info, firearm reloads, cartridge stamping guide, ammunition manufacturing
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