Cannon Acci dents Reported or Recapped from 1996- 2003
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We reported in the last issue about two fatal “cannon”
accidents. Readers Chip Rogers and Brig. Gen. Charles Corfman of
the National Mlitary Departnent, Sons of Veterans Reserve, sent
reports that two nen were sentenced to two years of community
supervi sion, the equivalent of two years’ probation, in the
Medi na, Ohi o, case.

The nmen were coworkers of Richard M Houdek who owned the
homenmade device in which the three were trying to shoot hot dog
buns.

It blew apart and Houdek was hit in the head by a netal cap
wel ded to the end of one of the barrels. The nmen pl eaded no
contest to possession of a dangerous weapon on school property —
they were roofers working on the roof of a career center and
fired the device in the parking | ot.

The newspaper headline and story referred to “cannon.”
Corfman says the police lieutenant said told himthat was wong —
t he devi ce shoul d have been called a “Fourth of July noi semaker.”
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As longtinme readers know, we have several tines published
National Safety Rules for artillery firing and we offer free
addi tional copies. Sonme of you have ordered copies to give out
or have sent nanes of people you think should becone famliar
with safe shooting rules.

Qur offer still stands. |If you see unsafe practices, try to
correct themand we’d be happy to send the rules to the parties
i nvol ved.

VWhat brings this to mnd is a recent Associated Press story
headl ined “ Teen Injured in Cannon Bl ast Gets Robotic Arm”

According to the newspaper account Billy G bbs, 17, was
ramm ng and sponging a 12 pdr. Napol eon during the March
reenact nent of Cuba Station in Denppolis, Ala.

G bbs had rammed a pound of bl ack powder down the barrel.
| was in charge of getting the sparks out,” he told the reporter.
“l ramred the charge down, felt a loud flash and the ranrod took
nost of ny hand off. | laid on the ground and [at first] |
couldn’t feel ny hand. The | could feel pain |like you re not
supposed to feel.”

According to the orthopedi c hand surgeon, the hand |lost a
thunb, the tops of the other fingers were badly danaged and the
two maj or nerves of the hand were “totally blasted apart.” The
doctor said, “It was worst than anything |’'ve seen, even in the
@ulf War.” The hand was anputated and G bbs has been fitted with
a nyoelectric artificial hand.

Vol . 19, No. 1 Wnter 1997 Pg. 2-4, 7 — recapitulation

1540 Premature Ignition. Francisco Vazquez de Coronado’s
expedi tion pushes from Mexico as far east as Kansas. En route a
No. 1 man loses his armas a result of a premature ignition of a
cannon.

1811 Premature Ignition. Portugal. No.1l man blown fromthe
nmuzzl e and into the harbor along with ranmmer. No. 3 stopping
vent gets severely burned hand.

1840 Premature Ignition. U S sailor killed while primng
the vent directly froma primng horn.



1841 Premature Ignition. U S. War Departnent directs
Ordnance Board to find a way to stop premature ignitions which
are killing so many nmen during artillery drills. “The accidental
expl osi ons of cannon by which many lives and |inbs are | ost
annual ly, are generally caused by fragnments of the burning
cartridge froma previous discharge renmaining in the gun and
whi ch are not extingui shed before the next charge is inserted.”

Capt. Benjam n Huger (later Ceneral), Secretary of the
O dnance Board, recomrends: “Care should be taken not to use a
very wet sponge. |If it is slightly danpened it nmay do no harm
but it is far safer to use the sponge dry that when it contains
water, for if the water is squeezed out It remains in the bottom
of the bore. The free use of water in sponging is the frequent
cause of accidental explosion. Non but careful, sober nmen and
wel | instructed, should be allowed to sponge a gun or serve a
vent.”

1843 Premature Ignition. One man killed and | oses eyesi ght
when cannon fires while rel oading.

1844Premature Ignition. New York. Henstead Light CGuards
practicing rapid fire, fires 7 rounds in 1 mnute killing No. 1
man.

1859 Premature Ignition. Barnstable County, Mass.

Premature ignition takes off both arns and one eye of the No. 1
man.

1862 Premature Ignition. Perryville, KY. Sanuel Decker 4th
US. Artillery, loses both arns while serving gun during battle.

1863 Premature Ignition. Man | oading gun severely burned
when it suddenly discharges in Cape Cod, Mass., while celebrating
July 4th.

1865 Premature Ignition. Two veteran soldiers killed, one
| oses both arnms and one badly burned on firing a town-owned
cannon to cel ebrate the end of the G vil War, Harw chport, Mass.

1865 Premature Ignition. Forner infantryman | ooses both
arms and one eye while firing town cannon to cel ebrate end of the
Cvil War in Sudbury, Mass. Another man is killed (Probably hit
by ramrer)

1865 Premature Ignition. July 4, Concord, Mass., the No. 1
man | oses his armto premature ignition while firing holiday
sal ut es.

1871 Premature Ignition. The No. 1 man |oses his hand
during town cel ebration ceremonial firing is Massachusetts.

1872 Premature Ignition. Davenport, lowa. Two nen injured
in different premature ignitions of two different guns at July 4
celebration. One has his arm anputated while ramm ng powder
charge and the other is severely burned and blinded in one eye
froma separate premature ignition

1872 Premature Ignition. July 7, Glena, Il
suffers broken armand is burned from®“chin to th
goi ng of f whil e | oading.

1872 Premature Ignition. Ceveland, GChio. No. 1 man
recei ves severe burns when guns fires unexpectedly while | oading.

1881 Premature Ignition. Acton, Mass. An untrained crew
of Cvil War veterans firing salutes froma borrowed cannon on
July 4th has a premature ignition and one man | oses his hand.

1882 Cannon Expl odes. Lancaster, Pa. Two nen are killed
when the town cannon blows up after being double charged for
| ocal cel ebration.

[. No. 1 man
i gh” by cannon



1913 Cannon Expl odes. New Mexico. Several people badly
nj ured when cannon expl odes during cel ebrati on and shrapnel
I i es everywhere.

1961-1965 Premature Ignition. Two premature ignitions on
Nat i onal Park Service property, one at Gettysburg, during the
Cvil War Centennial celebrations results in permanent ban on
live firing at NPS sites without strict supervision and
regul ati ons i nposed by Park Service.

1967 Premature Ignition. Connecticut. Boy Scout |oses arm
while serving as No. 1 man on gun crew during an event held at a
stadium Crew had previously participated in many conpetitive
shooti ng events.

1970s Expl osi on of Powder kills one and injures another in
M chi gan as vent debris froma nortar firing i s suspected as
touching off their |inber chest while Iid was open.

1970s Premature Ignition. Football gane at New Ol eans,
La. No. 1 man | oses both hands due to premature ignition.

1974 Premature Ignition. Janmes Dassatti |oses armwhile
serving as No. 1 man for two original bronze 6 pdrs. at Norw ch
Uni versity graduation cerenonies in Vernont.

1977 Premature Ignition. Concord, Mass. Man | oses one hand
and nost of another during Menorial Day cerenonies foll ow ng
of ficial parade.

1977 Premature Ignition. Reenactnent in New Jersey. Man
| oses hand and rammer flies over heads of opposing troops during
Revol utionary WAr reenact ment.

1981 Premature Ignition. San Diego, Calif. Reenactnent of
Battle of San Diego bay, man |loses right hand to rapid fire.

1981 Powder Supply Explosion. Pittsburgh, Pa. 19 injured,
one broken ankle, 11 transported to hospital when |inber chest of
Revol uti onary War era gun blows up while crewis firing
pyrotechnic projectiles directly up in the air as part of
wat erfront cel ebrati on.

1982 Premature Ignition. Cannon used to fire at foot bal
ganmes and cerenonies at a mlitary school is overloaded and fired
remotely. Explosion wecks a car and sends fragments through a
dormtory wi ndow in February.

1983 Premature Ignition. Provo, Uah. July 4th, man | oses
bot h hands and one forearm plus the sight of one eye. Two others
injured. Rapid fire; m xed charge container types involved.

1983 Premature Ignition. @Qun goes off unexpectedly as
spectator trips over |anyard during waterfront cel ebration.
Crewnrenber requires 4 hours of surgery.

1984 Premature Ignition. July 4th cannon owner is in
critical condition foll owm ng explosion of 1820s era cannon during
of ficial parade cerenonies, Long Island, NY.

1985 Premature Ignition. Lily, S.D. Mn killed when
rel oading after firing original Napoleon from parade fl oat.

1985 Premature Ignition. Man | oses one hand and one eye in
Toront o, Canada, during display of rapid fire at a national park
1985 Cannon Expl osion. Hanpton, Va. Overloaded cannon
expl odes wecking a car, taking down a food concession tent and
br eaki ng shoul der of a bystander as well as injuring several

menbers of the crew.

1986 Cannon Explosion. July 4th, MIford, N H, cannon is
| oaded with snokel ess powder. Explosion sends shrapnel into
stonmach of woman bystander and cannon owner suffers severe damage
to his |egs.

[
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1987 Premature Ignition. Reenactnent in Tennessee. Mn
weari ng heavy gl oves and using tapered ranmer is not seriously
injured when a 12 pdr. nmountain howitzer has a premature
ignition.

1987 Powder Supply Explosion. Norfolk, Va., three seriously
injured during a nock sea battle as Chinese pirate junk’s
anmmuni tion supply for black powder cannon bl ows up when gun
fires.

1987 Powder Supply Explosion. Cannon and |inber chest
explode in Spain killing five people and injuring several nore.

1989 Cannon Expl osion. Sharon, Vt. Honmemade cannon bl ows
up, one man is killed and two others are injured.

1989 Cannon Expl osion. San Antonio, Texas, five people
injured, two seriously (three broken | egs, tow broken arnms) and
two nore fractured bones when cannon expl odes.

1989 Cannon Expl osion. Havana, Cuba, old Spanish gun
expl odes during firing celebration. One killed and 24 people
i njured.

1990 Premature Ignition. Man severely injured and bl own off
back of flatbed truck when cannon he was firing has a premature
ignition in Plymouth, Mass. Three others injured when hit by
parts of the rammer that shatt ered.

1990 Premature Ignition. Meriden, Conn. Larry Cook, maker
of cannons and nortars, is injured severely when nortar goes off
as he has his head over the barrel. Firing was signal to start
an air show.

1990 Premature Ignition. Boy, 13, |oses finger and has
extensive surgery to hand as a result of premature ignition of
cannon in San Diego, Calif.

1990 Cannon Explosion. Man killed in Sparta, N J., when
cannon expl odes after being overloaded during firing at a
| akesi de party.

1992 Cannon Explosion. One man is killed in California as
an unlined cannon expl odes during firing.

1992 Cannon Expl osion. Man has his toes blown off and his
boot is found 40 feet away when cannon expl odes.

1992 Premature Ignition. Man | oses eye and suffers burns in
Engl and when cannon goes off as he hits ranmm ng charge.

1993 Premature Ignition. Man | oses hand in Tenple, Texas,
nortar accident.

1993 Cannon Expl osion. Two nen injured when cannon expl odes
in Engl and due to overl oadi ng.

1993 Cannon Explosion. Man is killed in New Hanpshire when

a honenade cannon
expl odes.

1993 Premature Ignition. Mn |oses hand in Mchigan as he
was ranm ng a cannon using a hamrer and a sti ck.

1994 Fire Ignited. Cannon wadding ignites a field during a
publ i ¢ denonstrati on and 20 people are treated at hospitals for
burns and snoke inhal ation in Engl and.

1995 Cannon Explosion. One man is killed in M chigan when
cannon expl odes and he is hit by pieces.

1995 Premature Ignition. Man | oses an eye to a premature
di scharge of cannon while he is serving as No. 1 man.

1995 Cannon Accident. Man |oses an eye while firing
pot at oes out of a cannon and he gets his head over the bore in
Fl ori da.

1996 Premature Ignition. Two nmen are injured in a premature
di scharge of a honmenmade cannon



1997 Premature Ignition. Boy |oses nost of hand and one eye
during Cncinnati, Chio, reenactnent. Rapid fire.

1997 Premature Ignition. Two men injured in Gettysburg
whil e giving denonstration of a nmountain howitzer. One has
severely damaged right armand the other gets his thunb burned.

Vol .19, No. 4 Fall 1998 Pg. 2

A Hllsboro, Oe., man was killed in May when his honmenmade
grenade blew up. He had filled a pineapple grenade shell wth
bl ack powder. The 34-year-old victimhad denolition training in
the National Guard and a commerci al explosives |icense, but had
not worked with bl ack powder.

Pol i ce said noting happened when the victimfirst pulled the
pin, so he took the grenade apart, fiddled with it and put it
back together. It blew up in his hand, send shrapnel into his
head and body.

Vol .20, No. 1 W nter 1998 Pg. 10

Booneville, Mss. Two boys were injured when bl ack powder
in an anmunition box exploded on Cct. 17. John, 14 received
second- and third-degree burns to his hands, arns, and to the
| oner portion of his face. Jared, 13, also received second- and
third-degree to his arms and chest area whil e standi ng about
three to five feet away fromthe box.

Vol . 20, No. 2 Spring 1999 Pg. 3
A bl ack powder accident in Nashvi

lle, Ga. Jeff Futch
received injuries to his face resulting in being swollen and
scarred and singed his hair. He may still need a procedure to
remove enbedded powder grains. Jeff believes the expl osion was

caused by static electricity.
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According to another news account a 47-year-old man in
Washi ngt on was tanpi ng gunpowder into a nmetal tube when a spark
set it off, shooting the ranmer at him He was firing a 3-inch
di anet er pi pe about a foot-and-a-half long welded to a flat plate
with a hole in the bottomof the vent. H's household also had a
homemade shoul der - nount ed pi pe resenbling a bazooka, two pipe
bonmbs, filmcanisters filled with expl osives, and fuses, all for
recreation use according to police.

Vol . 21, No. 2 Spring 2000 Pg. 3

A nodern artillery accident nade headlines in January.
Sol diers were firing 155mm howi t zer rounds at night on a range at
Ford Hood, Texas. One tube in the battery was pointed exactly
180 degrees opposite the others and no one noticed. Eleven high-
expl osive shells and an illum nation round went off base. Four
houses were within a few hundred yards of the shells.

Vol. 22, No. 4 Fall 2001 Pg. 2
A football player’s dad in Trenton, M., was killed at a
game on Sept. 7. The cannon was al ways rel oaded after each



firing. On this night the gane was call ed due to bad weat her.
As the cannon is being | oaded up, sonme nen noticed it had not
been fired yet. They pulled the |anyard while Bud Meek, 41, was
standi ng at the nuzzle.

A 9-year-old from Del aware was killed at a July 3rd party in
Al toona, Pa., when a “makeshift cannon” flew 120 feet. Kyle
Dol an was killed instantly when the pipe hit himin the face.

Anot her deadly July 4 accident occurred near Gettysburg,
Pa., in Butler Township when a steel pipe with a wel ded cap
expl oded on the third shot. The “cannon” had been fired for
several years and for two earlier shots, but, in an attenpt to
get nore bang, it was packed with snokel ess powder for the third
shot .

Shrapnel hit a 22-year-old in the chest and killed him
instantly. A 7-year-old was hit in the thighs and hospitalized
for two days

An August accident in Plynouth, Mass., when brothers 16 and
24 were sparking black powder with a lighter. The ol der brother
| ost his hand and the younger one had facial burns and tenporary
deaf ness.

Vol . 23, No. 4 Fall 2002, Pg. 2

Police in New Haven, Ill., were investigating a fatal cannon
acci dent that happened when a recently purchased “Cvil War type”
cannon, that was fired earlier in the day on July 13, was fired
around 12:30 a.m the next day. The first shot was a “dud,” and
t he gun was rel oaded with snokel ess powder and waddi ng. The gun
expl oded on the second shot, with shrapnel killing one man and
woundi ng ei ght ot her peopl e.

A 1998 trial in New South Wales, Australia, on charges filed
after a thenme park cannon explosion in 1996 was reported. A d
Sydney Town had two 4 pdrs. which costuned enpl oyees fired with
waddi ng. During |oading one of the guns fired prematurely. The
man stopping the vent had finger burns and tenporary deafness
while the two in front suffered tenporary deafness, burns and
| acerations. The park owner was prosecuted for occupational and
health safety act violations. The park pleaded guilty to one
charge, was fined $35,000 and reduced cannon firing to once a
day.

Anong safety violations: failure to wormproperly, failure
to adequately wet and dry sponge, failure to ensure that at | east
3 mnutes el apsed between firing and | oading a new charge,
failure to ensure that the person ranm ng held the rammer
underhand with one hand and thunb to the side, failure to ensure
t hat person stopping the vent was wearing | eather thunbstall or
pliable |leather glove and failure to ensure that no one was in
fromof the nmuzzle line during ranmm ng.

Vol . 24, No. 2 Spring 2003, Pg. 2

A reader sent a clipping of a July 4, early 1900s, accident
i n Beaunont, Texas, involving the Revolutionary War Jasper Rifles
and their CGvil War period cannon. The gun fired prematurely,
bl owi ng of f the arm of a nearby newspaper reporter. Years later a
wi tness told a newspaper that the commander, forner Confederate
Capt. E.1. Kelly, wept and repeatedly said, “I didn’t even touch
a match to it.”



The Jasper rifles went home w thout the cannon which remains
on the Orange County courthouse square. It is a ML857 12.-pdr.
Napol eon cast by Revere Copper Co. in 1863.

Vol . 24, No. 3 Sumer 2003, Pg. 19

Excerpt of March 2, 1841, Ordnance Board instructions for
firing cannon is reprinted. It begins: ”"The accidental explosions
of cannon, by which many lives and |inbs are |ost annually, are
general ly caused by fragnments of the burning cartridge froma
previ ous di scharge remaining in the gun, and which are not
extingui shed before the next charge is inserted.”

The Secretary of War directed that the instructions be
prepared. They concl ude: “None but careful, sober nen, and well
instructed should be allowed to sponge a gun or serve the vent.”

Vol . 24, No. 4 Fall 2003, Pg. 7

A 16-year-old Boy Scout was killed when a cannon he was
firing as part of the daily evening flag cerenony bl ew apart and
he was hit with shrapnel. The Oregon Occupational Safety and
Heal th Adm ni stration was investigating the incident at Canp
Mer i wet her near Till anmook.

At the tinme of publication it was not known what kind of
cannon was involved. It was described as having a bore of 1.25 to
1.5 inches and had m sfired. Waddi ng, possibly a potato, was
reported to have been used.
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