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Artillery display 

 

Safety Notice:This display will be loud and may make your ears ‘pop’.  When we are about to 

fire you will hear the words ‘Have a Care’ and will see the gun captain standing with one 

hand over the touch hole, and the other raised in the air.  At this point, please open your 

mouth slightly and cup your hands over your ears; this equalises the pressure on your 

eardrums and deflects the shockwaves.  It is far more effective than putting your fingers in 

your ears. 

We will run through this process twice; once in slow motion showing the tools and the 

second time at normal speed so you can see how an experienced crew can load and fire a 

gun at a faster pace. 

Artillery pieces or cannons could fire a cannon ball in excess of 1000 metres.   

When the cannons are asked to, they will‘Make Ready’. 

The gun captain wearing the Blue sash is in charge of the safety and speed of this process.  

The crew are assigned specific jobs in advance and will wait to hear the command from the 

captain before performing their task.  The cannon is first checked and cleaned, then loaded 

and eventually fired.   

 

The gunpowder charges or shots are stored in a wooden box at a safe distance from the 

cannon.  The lit match used for firing the cannon is also kept away for safety.   

When asked to ‘Make Ready’ the process follows this order; 

‘Search the Piece’.  This is using a corkscrew type device to ensure there is nothing inside 

the barrel. 

‘Wet Mop’.  This is a damp mop used to extinguish any sparks or embers still burning in the 

barrel. 

 ‘Dry Mop’.  This is to dry the barrel of any excess water after the wet mop is used. 

The gun has now been suitably cleaned and is ready to be loaded.   



‘Bring up the Powder’ The runner brings gunpowder in a plastic bag from the safety of a box 

behind the cannon, this is carefully inserted into the barrel.  Obviously plastic bags are a 

modern invention; today we use them to pre-measure powder for safety reasons.  In the 

17th century, they would have used a powder scoop to measure the powder charge and put 

it down the barrel.     

‘Tamp home the powder’ The crew use the ramrod to seat the powder to the bottom of the 

barrel. 

‘Bring up the Wad’ The runner brings up the wadding, in our case this is grass or hay which 

is put into the barrel. 

‘Tamp home the wad’ The wadding is pushed down the barrel to the rest on top of the 

powder. 

‘Ram home the wad’ The wadding and the powder is compressed; this creates the loud 

bang, the more compressed the louder the bang. 

If a cannon was going to be live fired as a real weapon, it is at this point in the past that a 

ball or chain or Grape shot would have been put down the barrel.  Today, we aren’t going to 

be doing that!  (Grape is lots of musket size balls, chain would be there to rips limbs off) 

The crew now retire behind the axle of the cannon, which is classed as the safe area. 

‘Prick and prime’ A wire rod is pushed in through the touch hole, which is a small vent at the 

base of the barrel, to pierce the bag of gunpowder creating a hole in the bag.  The cannon is 

then primed using a powder flask containing loose gunpowder which creates a line of 

powder from the outside of the cannon to the bag of powder in the barrel. 

A hand inside a leather glove will they be kept over the powder in the touch hole until ready 

to fire.  This prevents the weather from disturbing the powder, wet gunpowder isn’t keen 

on going bang, but also is a safety feature which means the cannon is less likely to 

accidentally be fired by a stray spark.   

When the cannon is required to fire ‘Have a care’ will be shouted by the Gun Captain. 

The Linstock, which is a wooden pole with a metal fitting to hold a rope soaked in saltpetre 

so it burns slowly is brought up and held above the gloved hand. 

‘Give fire’ The gloved hand will be removed and the burning rope is lowered into the 

gunpowder in the touch hole. 

The cannon is fired. 

The process then begins again by ‘Searching the Piece’ with the corkscrew tool in the same 

order as before.   

 


