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Relics of the past, trap guns are devices which are 

designed to be shot automatically at men or animals that 

come into the line of fire, and to kill or wound by a projec- 

tile or, in some instances, by concussion. Trap guns are also 

called set guns, spring guns or trip guns. 

At first, the use of a firearm for trapping animals or pro- 

tecting property probably occurred by setting a rifle or shot- 

gun in place and using a line secured to bait for trapping or 

to a door or other object for protection from intruders. 

A 1743 drawing by James Isharn, an official of the 

Hudson's Bay Company, illustrates a makeshift trap gun to 

take a fox (Figure 1).l A flintlock shoulder arm is secured to 

two posts, with a trigger stick tied to another post. A line ran 

from the trigger stick to a baited stick placed crosswise in a 

short trench. The fox entered the trench from the Ear side, 

triggering the flintlock when it tugged on the baited cross 

stick and line. 

Another reference to using a shoulder arm for trapping 

is in the 1913 through 1925 catalogs of the EC. Taylor Fur 

Company of St. Louis, Missouri.' "The idea of a trap gun 

dates back to the pioneer days, when a bear hunter could 

secure a bear with more certainty by setting a rifle and 

shooting him than trying to hunt him or catch him in traps. 

Setting a shoulder arm is neither practical nor advisable, as a 

rifle or shotgun soon becomes rusty and worthless, whereas 

in the trap gun the mechanism and the outer parts are enam- 

eled so as to be rust proof and serviceable at all times. 

Setting a shoulder arm is also dangerous, as man or domestic 

animals might run against it, discharging the gun and there- 

by being killed." 

It appears that conventional shoulder arms continued 

to be used for a long period of time for trapping and pro- 

A reproduction of James Isham's 1743 drawing of a Setting gun then used by the Hudson's Bay Company. (Hudson's Bay Record Society) 
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Figure 1. A reproduction of James Isham's 1743 drawing of how a shoulder arm was then used for trapping by the Hudson's Bay Company. 



tecting property in spite of the obvious drawbacks in using 

them. It had to be time consuming to position and secure 

them in place and to devise a method for triggering the 

weapon. These deficiencies were overcome by designing 

trap guns that were protected from the elements and that 

could readily be set in place for the intended use. 

While a trap gun was always on duty for its intended 

use, whether it was dark or light, hot or freezing, it could 

not make a determination of who or what it was shooting at. 

A trap gun could also serve as an alarm gull, its dis- 

charge telling any one within hcaring that it had been dis- 

charged. A few alarm guns could also be used as trap guns, 

the inventors suggesting, iil the patent sl~ecifications, that a 

ball could be used in addition to the charge of powder used 

to sound thc alarm. 

The wheel lock was the first ignitioil system that made 

it possible for firearms to be used as trap guns. Vcry few exist 

today; one is pictured in Firearns C:urdnsu by Lewis Witrant 

(I now own that gun) (Figure 2)."11is trap gun is probably of 

German origin and was made by converting a wheel lock car- 

bine for use as a trap gun. The rifled. 78 caliber barrel is now 

15 % inches long. The butt of the stock was altered to permit 

fastening to a post or other object and is secured by a bolt 

through a hole in the stock. The gun is equipped with a set 

trigger. The trigger can also be fired either by pushing on a 

rod that runs under the stock or by pulling on a wire that 

runs through the stock. It can still be used as a hancl-held 

firearm. Another example of a wheel lock trap gun can be 

found in Hand Cannon to Automatic by Herschel C .  Logan, 

Plate 15 (Figure 3).* It is obvious from the engraving on the 

wheel lock lock that this firearm was designed originally as a 

trap gun. The engraving "pictures a servant fetching the treas- 

ure box to his master." Both of these guns appear to lrave 

been intended for indoor use. 

An English flintlock spring gun (Figure 4))  of a type 

that was used against game poachers and grave robbers, is 

fairly well known; examples are in many gun collections. 

The trap gun was of iron encased in wood for protection 

against the weather, The flintlock was protected fiom 

weather by a tin cover, which rarely accompanies the gun 

today, that could be slipped over it after the gun was primed 

and cocked. The spring gun usually has a blunderbuss barrel 

mounted on an iron rod, free to turn right or left. The trig- 

ger by which it was fired needed to be pulled forward and 

was fastened to a steel rod to which the trip wires were 

attached, Each of these trip wires were spread in a differcnt 

direction and were laid a few inches off the ground, allowing 

just enough slack for the gun to turn freely upon the pivot 

on which it was mounted. Thus, whichever wire first tight- 

ened, that would be the wire along which the gun would 

point at the moment of discharge. Some of these trap guns 

were made with an adjustable pivot so that they could be set 

to kill instead of wounding by giving them enough elevation 

to strike the victim in the body or head instead of in the legs, 

These were used from about 1780 until 1827, at which time 

they were forbidden by law to be used.5 Warning notices 

such as "Man Traps and Spring-Ciims Set Here" were a com- 

mon feature of the English country~ide.~ (1 have a sign, "Steel 

Traps & Spring Guns set in these premises" (Figure 5), that 

came with two English pinfire alarm guns.) 

Another type of flintlock trap gun (Figure 6) is an all- 

steel pistol that has, as part of the grip, a clamp wllich could 

be fastened to any suitable support. This would prevent the 

gun from moving when pointing at a door or window to 

which the cord was attached. In addition, there is a ring 

attached to the right side of the barrel so that the gun could 

be mounted on a post, which would allow the gun to swivel 

toward an intruder. There are no nlarkings on the gun. 

Known as the "Chicken Thief trap gun,' it is either of 

French or Relgian manufacture. This gun can also be used as 

a conventional pocket pistol. 

Shortly after 1820, with the invention of percussion 

cap ignition, firearms became more reliable. The firing 

mechanism became simpler and inclement weather was less 

of a factor in their use. This development led to the design 

of more trap guns for taking non-human species. This did 

not mean that trap guns were no longer used against men, 

only tlrat they were produced in fewcr number and were 

therefore less prevalent. Trap gi~ns were produced to take all 

types of animals, including game, fur bearers, predators and 

pests. A few flintlock-topercussion alterations are known. 

The example shown in Figure 7 uses a French military flint- 

lock lock, circa 1780-1816, an 11-inch section of an 

unknown .68 caliber military musket barrela and a unique 

trigger mechanism that tires on push or pull. 

The first United States Paten1 for a trap gun, number 

17,297, was issued to Freidrick Reuthe of Hartford, 

Connecticut, on May 12, 1857 (Figure 8), Calling it a "Jaw 

Trap," the patent states, in part, " ,  , , have invented a new 

and useful Trap for Capturing and Destroying Wild 

Animals." The trap gun pictured in the patent drawing has 

two barrels, sliding and expanding springs with barbs that 

cause the trap gun to discharge when pulled, and a center 

barbed spear for bait. 

Added Irnpn,vement Patent 203, was granted on July 6, 
1858 (Figure 9). Only the drawing page is available; the spec- 

ification page is missing. The drawing page shows a single- 

barrel model c ~ ~ g u r a t i o n  with a removable pistol grip han- 

dle and a ring on a shaft, each threaded for attachment to the 

trap gun body. The main spring hammer has an extension for 

cocking purposes, and the arm holding it in cocked position 

is modified so that the trap gun can be fired by pulling on a 
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Figure 2. Wheel lock trap pin. 
Figure 3. Illuslratlon of whccl lock trap gun (Hand Cannon lo 
Aulomatic by Herschel C.  Logan). 

Fiprc 4A. English spring guns. Figure 4B. English spring guns. 

Figure 5. E~ldjsh sign warning of the use of steel traps m d  spring guns. Figure 6. "Clucken Thief' trap p n .  



Figure 7 .  Flintlock converted to percussion trap gun. 

small projection on the arm that holds the hammer in the 

cocked position. The middle barbed spear for holding the 

bait has been eliminated. The trap gun can be used as a side 

arm, but the barbed bait-holding trigger might make it diffi- 

cult to carry in a belt or pocket. 

There are at least five different models or variations of 

the Reuthe trap gun. The first model (Figure 10) conforms to 

U.S. Patent 17,297 drawings. It has 19 parts or pieces, com- 

pared to the seven to nine used in later models. The 

engraved markings are Fred. Reuthe - wild animal trap 
1857. The two round, .25 caliber 3 % inches long and are 

octagonal at both the breech and muzzle. The muzzles are 

notched and have engaging lugs on each side of the trigger 

housing. The breech ends are fastened to a stcel plate that 

also holds the trigger housing; the barrels are held by thread 

ed knobs. The trigger housing is held by a threaded ring 

used for attaching the trap gun by a chain to a tree branch or 

other object. The main spring, which is also the hammer, is 

cocked by raising a trigger-shaped arm. With the barbed trig- 

ger in the retracted cocked position, this trap gun measures 

9 inches long, 1 5/e inches wide, 2 Y i  inches high and weighs 

.77 pounds. 

The second model (Figure 10) is probably the earliest 

model made in quantity. It is a two-barrel model, and the bar- 

rels, trigger housing and a ring for securing the trap gun by 

a chain "to the branch of a tree or other suitable position" are 

of cast iron, in one unit. The improvements shown in Added 

Improvement Patent 203 are incorporated into this and all 

other models of the Keuthe trap gun. All of these models, 

and later models, had a black enamel finish. Marked in raised 

cast letters in three lines is HARTFORD CONNF: REIJTHE'S 
PATENT/MAY 12' 1857. There are decorative knobs on the 

rear of the 3 % inch .28 caliber barrels. When cocked, the 

measurements are 9 K inches long, 2 inches wide, 2 inches 

high with a weight 1.15 pounds. All examples that I have 

Figure 8. F. Reuthe trap gun, patent no. 17,297, patented May 12, 1857. 

eramined a 3 )/h inch diameter steel rod with a % inch 

diameter ring at the end attached to the trap gun and a 1 % 

inch diameter ring at the free end. These have serial num- 

bers in the lxx to 3xx range (I own serial numbers 176, 226 

and 340). 
The third model (Figure 10) is a two-barrel model of 

larger size without decorative knobs on the rear of the 5-inch 

long .44 caliber barrels. There is a projection at the rear with 

a threaded hole to receive a threaded rod with a ring at the 

end, which was used to secure the trap gun to a tree or 

other object. The dimensions in the cocked position, with- 

out the threaded rod, are 10 1/4 inches long, 3 inches wide, 2 
% inches high with a weight of 2.7 pounds. The threaded 

rods are of various lengths, Markings in cast raised letters are 

HARTFORD CONN/E REUTHE'S PATENT/MAY 12' 1857. I 
have not found serial numbers on this model. 

The fourth model (Figure 11) is smaller than the third 
model and is the one most commonly found. It has two .28 

caliber 4-inch-long barrels. It was made to receive either a 
pistol grip handle or a steel shaft with a ring, as shown in 
Added Improvement Patent 203. Marked in three lines in 



Figure 9. F. Reuthe Added Impmvement trap gun, patent 110. 203, 
patented July 6, 1858. 

cast letters is E KEU1'HE'S/PATENT/MAY'H'S/PATENT/MAY 12' 1857. In the 

cocked position, without any attachments, this trap gun is 9 
)/Z inches long, 2 ' / ; h  inches wide, 1 X inches high with a 

weight of 1.55 pounds. Tllc pistol grip adds .58 pounds, the 

ringed shaft about .1 pounds. l'hc serial nunibcrs 011 this 

model, 1 have observed, are inuch higher, 22xx to 28xx (I 

own serial nunlbers 2249, 2297, 2769, 2827 and 2884). 

The fifth model (Figure I I ) ,  the single-barrel model 

shown in Added Improvcnlcnt Patent 203, is much smaller 

than any of the two-barrel models. Without either attach- 

ment it measures, in the cocked position, 6 % inches long, % 

inches wide, 2 inches high with a weight of .41 pounds. Tlie 

3-inch-long barrel is .28 caliber. Tlie pistol grip weighs .45 

pounds and adds 2 !4 inches in overall length. The ringed 

shaft weighs .07 pounds and adds 3 % inches in length. 
Marked in raised cast letters in two lines is E REITTHE'S 

PATENT/MAY 22" 1857, This niodel is found both without 

serial numbers and with serial numbers raiiging from lxu to 

17xu (I own serial numbers 103 and 1713 and two without 

numbers). 

Figure 10. Group of Reuthe trap guns; modcl 1, bottom, model 2, 
center, model 3, top. 

Henry S. North and John 0. Couch of Middletown, 

Connecticut, obtained 1J.S. Patent 24,573, for an invention 

they termed a "Game Shooter,"on June 28, 1859 (Figure 12), 

The gun is a combination handheld pepl>erbox and animal 

trap gun. A single percussion nipple fires all six barrels 

sini~~ltaneously. When it is used as a trap gun, a short cord 

attached to a roc1 projecting from the center of the barrel 

cluster holds the bait and causes the gun to fire when an ani- 

mal takes the bait. An eye on the backstrap is used to sus- 

pend the gun from a tree liinh or ground stake. 

'The first model of this gun (Figure 13) follows the 

patent drawing in using a knurled-edge disk as the hammer. 

This gun has six 1 .% inch long uiifluted .28 caliber barrcls. 

Markings, when present, are NORTH & COUCH, MIDDLEr 

'I'OWN, CONN.y The g ~ m  is about 7 X iilchcs long and weighs 

.C)8 pounds. A serial number is found on the rod on which the 

disk hammer slides on the frame and on the barrel clt~stcr. 

The serial numbers I have observed on both models are 

under 100 (1 own serial numbers (54 and 97). 

Figure 1 1. Group of Reuthe trap b w s ;  model 4, top, model 5,  bottom 

s3/9 



The second model (Figure 13) has a spur hammer. 

There are six 2 '/e inch fluted .31 caliber barrels marked 

NORTH & COUCH. MIDDLETOWN, CONN. PATENTED 

JUNE 28TH 1859/ADDRESS J.D. LOCKE 197 WATER STREET. 

N.Y. The flat-sided +ame is made of either iron or brass.I0 

The gun is about 6 '/1 inches long and weighs about .95 

pounds (iron frame model). A serial number is found on the 

bottom of the grip strap (I own two iron frames, serial num- 

bers 23 and 25). 
John P. Wilson of Frankfort, Ncw York, and John E 

Thomas of Ilion, New York, were gmnted U.S. Patent 22,911 

on February 8, 1859, for a burglar alarm. (Figure 14). Mr. 

John E Thomas, a master mechanic at E. Remington Lk Sons, 

Ilion, New York, was also granted a patent in 1858 for the 

cane gun that Remington manufactured." This very small 

burglar alarm does not look dangerous and is not considered 

by most collectors to be a trap gun, only an alarm gun. 

However, in the patent specifications, the inventors state 

that "the barrel is then loaded with powder and ball if 

desired." The alarm gun is attached to a door frame with a 

gimlet screw, the muzzle pointing through the door open- 

ing. The edge of the door strikes the hammer, firing the gun. 

It is very likely the ball would hit any person entering, 

intruder or friend. I have found two different sizes of the 

burglar alarm. The smallest is X of an inch by I X inches and 

is marked J.P. WILSONPATENTED FEB, 8 1859/ILION N.Y. A 

larger version is marked WILSON MFG. Co/NEW 

YORKRAT'D, FEB. 8. 1859 and measures 1 inch by 2 inches. 

Both have brass barrels, are about )/4 of an inch thick and 

have .22 caliber bores (Figure 15). 

On January 3 1, 1860, John P. Wilson of Frankfort, New 

York, was granted U.S. Patent 27,017 for an animal trap 

(Figure 16). The design of this patent was based upon the 

burglar alarm that he and John E Thomas invented, 1J.S. 

Patent 22,911. I have never seen one of these; it would be 

mciting to find one. 
Mr. George Smith of New York, New York, obtained 

U.S. Patent 32,539 on June 11, 1861 (Figure 17). He called 
the device "a Combined Burglar-Alarm and Animal-Trap." The 

gun as produced (Figurc 18) differs from the patent drawing 

in two respects: three barrels instead of the one shown, 

although the patent specification mentions "one or more 

fire-arms barrels," and, instead of a simple countersunk hole 

for attachment, a swivel device, with a wood screw for 

attachment, that allows the gun to transverse about 120 

degrees is attached to the .34 caliber barrels. Bait may be 

attached to the wire loop at the muzzle if the device is to be 

used as a trap gun or, if it is to be used as a burglar alarm, 

cords may be nln ti-om the loop to one or more windows or 

doors. 

The .34 caliber, 2 X-inch-long barrel cluster with a sin- 

gle centrally mounted nipple fires simultaneously as a volley. 

The trap gun, made of cast iron, is 8 % inches long, 1 7/w inch- 

es wide, 1 % inches high and weighs about 1.5 pounds. It is 

marked, on either the flat, bar-type hammer or on the top 

flat surface of the center barrel, GEO. SMITH & CO. 

N.Y/PAT'D JUNE 11, 1861. The marking on the barrel is 

rarely seen. 

1J.S. Patent 290,605, for a burglar alarm, was granted to 

Georgc M. Pratt of Middletown, Connecticut, on 1)ecember 

18, 1883 (Figure 19). He described his invention as an "effi- 

cient fire arrn for protecting orchards and vineyards from the 

depredations of animals and thieves, and which is also adapt- 

ed for use as a protection against burglars in houses, barns, 

corn cribs, and other places containing valuables. If the bar- 

rels should not be in line with the animal when it comes in 

contact with the cord, it will be obvious that slight pressure 

on the cord will rotate the barrels and bring them substan- 

tially in line with the intruder, thus killing or injuring the 

same when the barrels are discharged." 

This all-metal (mostly cast iron) galvanized percussion 

device (Figure 20) has two 4inch barrels, slightly larger than 

.38 caliber, that converge slightly at the muzzle. The barrel 

group has a stud that slips into a 2-inch base so that the gun 

will rotate full circle. When cocked, the trap gun measures 6 
inches long, 2 inches high, 2 % inches wide and weighs 

about 1.5 pounds, with base. The hammer release arm is 

marked with the patent date, Dcc. 18, 1883. Later, a safety 

was added to this trap gun. Directions for setting the trap 

gun are shown in Figure 21;" it is obviously to be used as a 

burglar alarm. 

William C. Foreman and Stanton Foreman of Bidwells 

Bar, CIalifornia, were granted U.S. Patent 414,306 on 

November 5, 1889, for an animal gun (Figure 22). This gun 

(Figure 23) was designed for killing gophers, ground squir- 
rels, moles and other burrowing animals. While several 

gopher trap guns werc patented prior to this date, this is the 

earliest patented gopher trap gun known to be commercial- 

ly produced. The barrel, the frame to the rear of the barrel 

and the steel stake are cast together in one unit. The long 

wire trigger has a double loop at the end which must be 

pushed to activate the hammer. The hammer strikes a per- 

cussion cap to fire the .50 caliber gun. Excluding the trigger 

wirc, the gun is 16 inches long overall (the barrel is 5 5 inch- 

es long and the stake is 10 % inches long) and weighs about 

2.5 pounds. The double loop end of the trigger is designed 

to hold a piece of cardboard, which is not an obstruction to 

the ball. The gun is placed with its stake sticking in the 

ground and the disk on the trigger projecting a short dis- 

tance into an animal burrow. With burrowing animals, 



WILSON & THOMAS 

Burglar Alarm. 

No. 22,911. Patented Feb, 8, 1859. 

Figure 12. North and Couch trap gun, patent no. 24,573, patented Figure 14. J.P. Wilson and J.F. Thomas alarm gun, patent no. 22,911, 
June 28,1859. patcnted February 8,1859. 

Figure 13. North and <:ouch trap guns; disk hammer, top, spur 
hiimmer, bottom. Figurc 15. Wilson alarm guns. 



Figure 16. John P. Wilson trap gun, patent no. 27,017, patented 
January 31,1860. 

6. SMITH. 
Burglu Alarm and Anlmal Tmp, 

Na, 32,539. Putenled Juns 11, 1861, 
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Figure 17. G. Smith trap and alarm gun, patent no. 32,539, patenkd 
June 11,1861. 

( 0 0  Modn1.1 
0 .  I. PRATT. 
B U R O L A A  ALARM. 

No, 290,605, Putanted Deo.  18. 1083. 

Figure 18. Smith trap and alarm gum; top gun cocked, barrel markings; 
bottom gun fired, hammer markings. 

Figure 19. G.M. Pratt burglar alarm, patent no. 290,605, paten& 
December 18, 1883. 


