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The goal of this presentation is to increase awareness of zip guns when investigating scenes in which a 
weapon is not apparent, and to aid in the recognition of the atypical wounds they produce. 

This presentation will impact the forensic community and/or humanity by alerting the forensic 
community to the possible use of a zip gun in likely cases of suicidal gunshot wounds where a weapon 
is not initially apparent at scene investigation, and an atypical gunshot wound of entrance is present at 
autopsy. 

This presentation will describe the case of a 43-year-old male auto mechanic with depression found 
dead at work. The body was found on the floor of a washroom stall at the auto body shop where he 
worked. The deceased had sustained a contact gunshot wound of the forehead, and no weapon was found 
at the scene during initial investigation. A claw hammer was present in a pool of blood beneath the victim’s 
right arm, and blood spatter was present on the hand and arm. 

The deceased’s social history strongly suggested that the wound was self-inflicted. Two possibilities 
were considered; firstly, that the gun had been removed from the scene prior to the investigator’s arrival, 
and secondly, that the case actually represented a homicide. 

Autopsy revealed an atypical lacerated contact gunshot wound of the forehead, with a retained 
medium caliber lead bullet within the posterior scalp. The case was pended for police investigation. 

Subsequently, a simple zip-gun fashioned from a piece of pipe, a connector and an air-hose nozzle, 
along with a pin, was found on the floor at the scene by a co-worker who was cleaning the stall, and the 
police were notified. On closer examination, a .38 caliber cartridge case was found embedded in the pipe. 
The conclusion reached was that the deceased had committed suicide using a zip gun constructed from 
available auto shop parts, and fired the weapon using the hammer found adjacent to him. Due to the nature 
of the scene and the innocuous appearance of the weapon, the mechanism of the injury and the manner of 
death were not immediately obvious. 

In the United States, zip guns were popular in poor, inner city areas during the 1950s, since they 
were easy to manufacture from cheap, commonly available materials. Frequently, they were constructed 
from a piece of wood, a metal barrel such as a car antenna, and a firing pin made from a nail. The simplest 
zip guns consisted of a piece of metal pipe with a cartridge inserted at one end. To fire the weapon, the 
protruding cartridge base was struck with a hammer. Because the diameter of the bullet was frequently 
smaller than that of the unrifled barrel, the bullet would be unstable and tumble upon leaving the barrel. 
The resulting low velocity and instability of the bullet made zip guns only suitable for short-range use. Today, 
conventional firearms are less costly and simple to acquire, making zip guns almost obsolete. 

Because zip guns are rarely seen, investigators and pathologists may be unfamiliar with their 
construction and appearance, and the type of wounds they produce. 

This case will serve to alert pathologists and investigators to the possible use of a zip gun in likely cases 
of suicidal gunshot wounds where a weapon is not apparent upon initial inspection of the scene, and 
an atypical gunshot wound of entrance is present at autopsy.   
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