
Running Your Own Lead Round Balls 

So, you find yourself sitting around camp with nothing to do.  How about passing the time by 

making your own lead round balls. It’s a simple thing, but it can be a very satisfying way to pass 

the time. I suppose our forefathers would have been amused to think of making lead balls as 

entertainment, still, it pleasures me to see a ball made over the campfire strike true on the target.  

The molds which you use in camp are different from those 

available for use at home. They are of the type commonly 

called “Bag Molds”, lightweight molds made for carrying in 

the shooting pouch or haversack. The molds can be found 

made of steel or brass and mold one round lead ball at a time.  

They may or may not have a side cutter for removing the 

sprue. 

These light weight molds heat up very quickly, it is 

recommended that you wrap the handles with strips of heavy 

leather to protect your hands.  

Because “Bag Molds” can be expensive, it is a good idea to keep it in a cloth or leather bag to 

keep it from getting damaged in your shooting pouch or haversack.  You may just wrap it in a 

cloth, just something to keep it from getting damaged.  A good practice is to leave the last ball 

you run in the cavity to help protect the “Bag Mold”.  Some would suggest rubbing the lead 

round ball with some lube.  Whether you leave a ball in the mold or not it is a good idea to 

secure the handles with a thong to keep the mold closed.  

A ladle and some pure lead are all the remaining 

equipment needed.  There are many different types of 

ladles available. Some are made a bit on the heavy 

side and others lighter.  If you do a lot of trekking 

you might opt for one of the light weight ladles.  

Some ladles are made to be stuck into the end of a 

stick which acts as a handle while others are made 

wrap around the end of a stick.  Most ladles hold only 

about 2 or so ounces of lead, but that will pour about 

three balls for a .40 caliber rifle or about nine for a 

.30 caliber rifle. Do to the fact that lead melts very quickly over a hot fire, you can cast a lot of 

lead round balls in a short period of time. 

A common mistake made by beginning trekkers is trying to carry too much pure lead with them.  

It is not a big concern if you are in a permanent camp, but on the trail, well, that is a different 

story, you don’t want too much lead along, and the pieces you take should be small. 

  



You want your pure lead you are carrying to fit into 

your ladle.  If the pieces are too large you have to cut 

them down.  One solution to this is to make up some 

SMALL ingots of pure lead.  These bars are made by 

pouring melted lead into a narrow trench gouged out 

of a piece of wood.  They are easy to carry but you 

still have to cut them down to fit into your ladle.  A 

better method is to pour your ladle full of lead and let 

it cool.  What you end up with is small ladle sized disks to carry with you.  They fit right into the 

ladle, melt quickly, and are small.  

You can use any type of fire when you decide to cast some balls, but the job will be much easier 

if you work with a good hot bed of coals instead of a live fire. You need to get close to the 

source of heat in order to control the molten lead safely, which is easier with coals; also, hot 

coals will melt the lead in quicker.  

After you have your “Bag Mold”, ladle, and lead laid out ready to use you want to prepare your 

mold to make good round balls.  The first thing you want to do is smoke the cavity of the mold 

over the flame of a candle until it is covered with soot.  Then lay it close to the fire or coals to 

pre-heat. This is important as you will produce acceptable balls quicker. The smoking of the 

cavity helps the balls to release easier once you get going. When the coals are ready and the 

mold is hot, the rest is as simple.  Stick the ladle on a stick, drop a disk of lead in and hold it over 

the coals until it melts. Pour the mold full, making certain to pour a little excess. Have a soft 

place ready to drop the freshly cast balls.  A small pile of green grass will do just fine.  The “Bag 

Mold” usually opens easily and the ball will fall right out.  If it doesn’t, a light tap with a stick 

will release it.  

The temperature of the mold is important. If the mold is not hot enough, you will wind up with 

malformed or wrinkled balls. If it is too hot, the balls are frosted. When you have the temperature 

of the mold just right, the balls come out smooth and bright. It takes a little practice.  The mold 

will heat up quickly, but it also cools down quickly.  Having to stop and melt lead every 3-6 balls 

means the mold will cool off, so it is a bit more trouble to maintain just the right temperature. 

Not a big problem, just a nuisance. Stick it near the fire or coals while melting lead.  

Once all the balls are poured, clip off the sprues with the sprue cutter on the mold and then trim 

off any unwanted excess or roughness with your belt knife.  Save all the scrap lead for another 

day.  

It's a simple job and a pleasant one. A great way to pass away a little time while in camp, and 

allows you to conjure up visions of our forefathers and what they might be doing in a camp like 

yours.  

 

 

 


