
In the summer of 1930 

In the summer of 1930, Charles and Lionel McDonald arrived at Ft. Pickens on Santa 

Rosa Island near Pensacola, Florida for six weeks of cadet training.  About 50 cadets 

aged 14 to 17 arrived.  For the last two years, the cadets had just worked around the 

fort making repairs or performing cleanup details.  The work was not hard and they had 

time to swim, but most important in 1930, the military provided plenty of food. 

This summer was different as the new commander decided that the cadets should be 

trained to aim and shoot a M1895 12-inch coastal defense gun at a target towed 300 

yards behind a towboat.  The cadets were divided into groups for training.  Each day 

Charles and Lionel’s group of cadets learned how to move a dummy 1,046-pound 

projectile from the underground magazine to the manual elevator where the projectile 

was hoisted to the top floor and rolled onto a cart.  The heavy cart was pushed to align 

with the cannon’s breach so the projectile could be inserted into the barrel via a piston 

and winch. After this, a similar procedure inserted 318 pounds of dummy gunpowder 

bags behind the projectile before an ignition cap was inserted and the breach closed.  

The cannon was then cranked into the up position and was ready to be aimed.  Firing 

the cannon would be performed via a lanyard.       

While some cadets practiced loading and aiming the cannon, another group of cadets 

learned how and where to drive the towboat while dragging the target barge. When the 

barge was towed too fast, it would nose down and destroy the wooden billboard 

target…twice.       

The challenge for cadets was to fire the cannon to hit the moving target boat. This 

involved a cadet wearing headphones to maintain the crosshairs of a telescope on the 

towboat as it moved across the horizon. A second cadet was doing the same thing 

about 100 yards away.  When a cadet in the plotting room said “Mark” through the 

headphones, each cadet would release the telescope and tell the plotter the angle to 

the towboat.  After triangulating three readings, cadets plotted the distance, direction, 

and speed of the towboat. A second group of cadets would calculate where the boat 

would be in 30 seconds and call for the cannon group to set the azimuth and elevation 

via hand cranking for the shot. When the seconds counted down, the plotter would call 

“Fire” and the lanyard was pulled to fire the cannon. During practice, the ignition cap 

would pop like a firecracker and the procedure was repeated. Several observers were to 

grade their performance, make corrections, and assure safety.  Note that for accuracy, 

the wheelhouse on the towboat was used to sight the target rather than the big billboard 

target on the barge.  Of course, the plotters were to compensate for the 300-yard cable 

to hit the target barge and not the towboat. 



Another group of cadets built a set of bleachers that were set about 40 feet to the left of 

the cannon’s muzzle. The bleachers were set to provide about 70 dignitaries and other 

elite locals an upfront view of the cadet’s exercise. 

After several weeks of practice, the performance day arrived.  The cadets stood at 

attention as the dignitaries in white hats, suits, dresses, umbrellas, and shoes walked 

past making idle chat to take their positions in the observation bleachers.  Once they 

passed by, the cadets took their positions while the commander and a few other officers 

took seats in bleachers and talked about the value of training.  

The towboat was soon seen coming from the east about two miles off shore.  The 

cadets worked the telescopes and soon were calling angle readings to the plotters.  The 

cannon was loaded and the breach closed. The plotters called the azimuth and 

elevation to the cannon crew.  With considerable effort the cannon was aimed and all 

was in readiness waiting for the countdown to pull the lanyard.        

Several things occurred when the lanyard was pulled and the cannon fired.  The 36-foot 

barrel jumped back to its loading position, which is normal, but Lionel ran out to see the 

cannon fire as the lanyard was pulled. Amazingly, Lionel only lost his front teeth. 

The muzzle blast sent hats, umbrellas, and some people flying out of the bleachers 

while it instantly turned white outfits dark grey with gunpowder burns.  In addition, the 

blast sent sand high into the air so that it rained sand for about a minute.  Amazingly, no 

one was permanently blinded, but hearing recovery was in doubt. 

About 4 seconds after the cannon fired, the projectile passed between the two cadets in 

the towboat’s wheelhouse showering them with splinters.  Luckily, it was not an 

explosive round.  Perhaps the towboat crew made the best management decision of the 

day when they cut the barge loose and headed for deep water zigzagging at high 

speed.     

See pictures of the cannon at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/12-inch_Gun_M1895. 
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