






Artillery at Antietam1 
 

At Antietam, the rolling terrain was of benefit to the artillerists of both armies. Placing their 
more than 500 cannons on high ground, blue and gray alike were able to effectively strike enemy 
troop positions at great distances. So intense was the cannon fire, Confederate Colonel Stephen 
D. Lee, who commanded the key artillery position located where the Visitor Center is today, 
referred to Antietam Battlefield as "artillery hell."...  
  
Artillery Basics  
The Artillery was a separate, specialized branch of the army that supported the Infantry. The 
basic organizational unit for cannons was called a battery, made up of four to six guns with 
approximately 70-100 men commanded by a Captain. There were many models and sizes of 
Civil War cannon, but there were two basic types--smoothbore and rifled. A smoothbore cannon 
barrel is just like a pipe, smooth on the inside. In contrast, a rifled cannon has grooves cut into 
the inside of the barrel, which forced the ammunition to rotate like a football. A rifled cannon 
was more accurate and had a greater range than a smoothbore gun.  
  

Smoothbore Cannon:  
  

1841 Model Gun 
•Fires 6 lb. projectiles 
•Workhorse of Mexican War, but considered obsolete 
by Civil War 
•Weight: 1,784 pounds 
•Range: up to 1,523 yards 
•Approximate number at Antietam: 
Confederate: 45, Union: 0 

 

  
1857 Model Napoleon  
•Fires 12 lb. projectiles  
•Named after French Emperor Louis Napoleon III  
•Weight: 2,355 pounds  
•Range: up to 1,619 yards  
•Approximate number at Antietam: 
Confederate: 27, Union: 108  

 

  

                                                            
1 http://www.nps.gov/anti/historyculture/arty.htm 



 
 
 

Rifled Cannon:  
  

Parrott Rifle  
•Fires 10 lb. projectiles  
•Named for designer Robert Parker Parrott  
•Weight: 1,799 pounds 
•Range: up to 1,900 yards 
•Approximate number at Antietam: 
Confederate: 36, Union: 42  

 

  
3-Inch Ordnance Rifle 
•Fires 10 lb. projectiles  
•Lightest and strongest rifled tube  
•Weight: 1,726 pounds  
•Range: up to 1,830 yards  
•Approximate number at Antietam:  
Confederate: 40, Union: 9  

 

 

Cannon Crew 
Eight cannoneers are needed to fire field pieces. Five are at the gun--the gunner and cannoneers 
1, 2, 3, 4. The gunner is in charge of the piece, he gives the commands and does the aiming. 
Cannoneers 1-4 actually load, clean and fire the gun. Cannoneer 5 runs the ammunition from the 
limber to the gun. Cannoneers 6 and 7 prepare ammunition and cut the fuses.  
  



  
Smoothbore Ammunition:  
  

Shot  
Cast iron with no explosive. Used against cavalry, troops in a column, buildings and 
other solid objects. More accurate than shell or spherical case with a longer range.  

 

  
Shell  
Round, hollow projectile with a powder-filled cavity. Fused; exploded into 5-12 
large pieces. Loud air burst terrorized troops and horses.  

 

 

  
Spherical Case  
Developed by British General Henry Shrapnel. Hollow shell with powder and 40-
80 musket balls that exploded in all directions. Fused; used 500- 1,500 yards. 
More effective than shell, but more difficult to manufacture.  

 

  
Canister 
Tin can containing 27 iron balls packed in sawdust. Tin can ripped open at the 
muzzle and showered the balls directly at the troops. Good for repelling the enemy at 
close range--50-300 yards. For more devastating effect, could be used in double load. 
Turned cannon into giant shotgun.  

 

 

"A converging storm of iron slammed into the batteries from front and flank. Wheels were 
smashed, men knocked down, horses sent screaming, to stay in the field was to sacrifice units 
needlessly."  



  

  
"The smoke rolled backward to the mountains... the destructive shot and shell were falling, it 
would appear, on every foot of land....I doubt not that at one time there was one piece of artillery 
firing at the hill to every five men we had defending it." 

"A great tumbling together of all heaven and earth." 
  

  
"A savage continual thunder that cannot compare to any sound I ever heard." 

"The air around us seemed to be alive with shot and shell from the enemy's artillery. The his 
seemed to have become an active volcano, belching forth flame and smoke." 
  



  
"I could hear the bones crash in my division like glass in a hail storm." 

"Shells burst around us, the fragments tearing up the ground, and grape shot whistled through 
the corn above us." 
 




