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Editor’s  Note: 

 

The following is a preliminary report about the cannon incident at Fort McHenry in September.  

John Reid having represented NPS Historic Weapons during the investigation, submitted the  

essay. 

One of Fort McHenry's two new 24-pounder Armstrong guns suffered a catastrophic breech 

failure in a firing demonstration on Tuesday, September 16.  Indeed, catastrophe was averted in 

that only minor injuries (burns and abrasions to skin of right hand and arm of the volunteer 

serving at the right rear of piece) were caused by the ignition of tube primers in the leather 

pouch with the explosion of the cannon breech.  No one was struck by metal splinters (of which 

there were some three pieces of fractured casing, or "shrapnel") or by a large, 250-pound frag-

ment of the breech consisting of the steel plug and cascabel knob which was propelled some 75 

yards to the rear through a cluster of people, some of whom distinctly described the "whizzing" 

sound or saw the metal in the air, including the park superintendent.  The weld of the steel liner 

failed completely, and the breech plug sheared clean away from the tube.  Saint Barbara herself 

must have prevented a more serious accident, and we can be truly thankful no one was maimed 

of killed.  Initial impressions of the accident point to the failure of the weld, and a poorly-

manufactured (cast and assembled) gun.  I could discern no improper drill or shirking of safety 

strictures in the demonstration as described, but in examining the damage: the clean shearing of 

the weld, and the overall crudeness of the casting, it seems that poor quality of manufacture 

would be the culprit.  The pause between firings was often extended to 20 minutes instead of 

10, and examination of the remaining cartridges found them properly fashioned. The gun was 

fired through the preceding weekend some 17 times with no problems or misfires encoun-

tered.  It was literally brand new, but appears to be of shoddy construction.  The steel liner 

seemed set too far back within the tube, was reportedly cast in place, and also appears offset 

from the center of the casting.  A minute investigation by the Incident Management Team with 

preservation of the evidence, and the assistance of A.T.F. expertise is forthcoming.  Images re-

corded of the accident will also demonstrate how lucky or blessed the N.P.S. was to avoid the 

potential catastrophe this accident could have inflicted, as the explosion is captured with the 

fragmented breech clearly visible mere feet from a volunteer standing behind and to the right of 

the naval truck carriage, while the other cannoneers (including Vince Vaise, who fired the 

piece) are obscured in the billowing smoke.  This incident seems to reinforce our paramount 

mission to be vigilant on aspects of safety, and to continue to train and reiterate the proper 

methods we instill at the certification.  Again, as some of you have said, it seems Saint Barbara 

interceded and we might have a Novena said in thanksgiving!  The image of the explosion is 

sobering, indeed!      



After inspecting the damaged 24-pounder Armstrong gun (No. 6, "Beason's Son") at the Fort 

McHenry Water Battery, and interviewing Jim Bailey, Tim Ertel, Vince Vaise, and members of 

the Incident Management Team present during the accident, I can relate the following particu-

lars : 

 

On Tuesday, September 16 at about 11:24 A.M. at Fort McHenry during the last firing of artil-

lery for the "Star Spangled Spectacular" Bicentennial commemoration of the Battle of Balti-

more, an artillery accident occurred with the No. 6 Iron Armstrong 24-pounder gun, the breech 

exploding and shearing from the gun tube, propelling the cascabel knob and breech plug, and 

several pieces of shattered metal from the ruptured tube back from the piece.  The water battery 

guns of the fort were being fired in a battery salute to the "Tall Ships" (Coast Guard Training 

Ship Eagle and Pride of Baltimore II).  This gun, along with the twin piece to its immediate left 

in the water battery (No. 5), was brand new, just delivered from Cannons Online of New Win-

dsor, MD on August 26, and manufactured specifically for demonstration at this event.  The 

castings were manufactured at the Clearfield Foundry, PA.  According to Jim Bailey of FOMC, 

the gun was proofed by its manufacturer, Forest Taylor, with a proof charge of 6 pounds of 

FFFg powder (why such a fine granulation of powder was used was not explained, and may 

have weakened the casting).  Charges for the demonstration firings were 3 pounds of Fg pow-

der, and remaining cartridges were examined in the fort powder magazine.  They were properly 

fashioned, and contained crumpled aluminum foil extender.  They were the absolute maximum 

load (indeed in excess by 12 oz., as 36 oz. is specified in the new artillery manual for a 24-

pounder iron gun).  I did not have the opportunity to weigh the cartridge, as no scale was pre-

sent, and loading is performed with measuring cups (8 oz. capacity).  I was told that the car-

tridges were 3 lbs. of powder, and they appeared to be of that size.  I did not have the opportu-

nity to measure the powder charge, as the Incident Management Team wished to keep the car-

tridges intact as evidence.  The empty GOEX containers of Fg. powder were also still present in 

the magazine, and the IMT recorded the lot numbers from a canister.  Primers were also stored 

in a separate box within the magazine, and a primer tube of fine powder (FFFg) is used for this 

purpose, rather than priming quills.  These primer tubes seemed to be rather large to my eye, of 

perhaps 100-120 or more grains.  They were of coarse paper, like musket cartridge. 

 

During the firing when the accident occurred, the coins were pulled from beneath the gun tubes 

to elevate the muzzles.  This proved fortuitous, as the shattered breech first struck the carriage 

(some fine cracks and splintering was discerned) and was thus imparted with a bounce, it stuck 

the ground immediately behind the battery at a distance of some 10 yards, caromed back into 

the air and traveled another 40 or so yards to strike the ground again, and finally struck the 

ground about 75 yards behind the gun, on a rather straight trajectory from the piece. 

 

 



On inspecting the damaged tube, the metal seemed extremely evenly sheared along the 

weld.  The vent was examined with a pick and no obstructions or undue residue or fouling was 

seen.  There was fouling and caked residue around the breech, but the piece remained un-

wormed and un-swabbed after its final, fatal discharge, and the fouling did not appear exces-

sive.  The bead of the weld seemed a little uneven: not following the joint between the face of 

the breech plug and the tube, and again, the sleeve seems offset slightly within the casting.  The 

tube itself weighs some 4,500 pounds, 250 pounds of which sheared off of the breech in the ex-

plosion.  Forest Taylor, the proprietor of Cannons Online and manufacturer of the piece, visited 

the fort the afternoon of the accident.  After he examined the damaged tube, he claimed the 

fouling was evidence of overcharging and a "pressure wave" was created that shattered the 

weld.   Steen and South Bend were contacted by the I.M.T. and their examination of the photo-

graphs yielded their independent conclusions that the weld failed to cause the accident, that the 

sleeve was inserted too far back in the tube, and there was insufficient space between the plug 

and the cascabel, and the steel sleeve cast inside of the iron tube confers inherent weak-

ness.  The 24-pounders manufactured by Cannons Online for FOMC are unique, they are appar-

ently scaled up 18-pounders that are the regular product they manufacture.   

 

In conclusion, the report from the I.M.T. will be forthcoming to further document and investi-

gate this accident.  I found them and the staff at the fort to be extremely professional, and they 

responded immediately to first treat the injuries sustained by the volunteer, and secure the acci-

dent scene, to curtail any adverse publicity or speculation about the accident, to thoroughly pre-

serve and protect the evidence discovered, and to conduct a meticulous and minute investiga-

tion.  It was my privilege to assist and contribute to this investigation. 

 

Sincerely, 

John Reid,Greenbelt Park 

443 415-3956 

301 344-3944  



Photos of the gun, courtesy of John Reid 





Saint Barbara, the daughter of a wealthy aristocrat, was tortured and executed after her father 

discovered she had converted to Christianity. Legend has it that after her father executed her, he 

was struck down by lightning in divine retribution. Because of this, she soon was regarded as 

the patron saint in time of danger from thunderstorms, fires and sudden death. She became the 

patron saint of artillerymen from early on in the development of artillery pieces as early can-

nons were unreliable, and at times would explode wounding and killing their crews. Saint Bar-

bara was invoked by these early cannoneers in the hope she would protect them from this fate  

[Courtesy Wikipedia] 

 

December 4th is her feast day.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristocracy_(class)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divine_retribution

