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by Andrew Wagenhoffer


Sensational anecdotal accounts of the destructive power of short range Civil War artillery fire are very common, but is this really more myth than reality? In order to examine this question objectively, a case study of losses inflicted by the 11th Ohio Battery at the Battle of Iuka will be presented. This question of reality vs. myth is especially important for wargame design where theory has to be translated into useful numbers. At the conclusion of this discussion data from the historical battle will be compared with that of a simulated battle using the HPS Civil War gaming system.


The situation the 11th Ohio Battery found itself in at Iuka is an excellent example for use in this case study for several reasons:

1. All major artillery vs. infantry fire occurred within canister range (negligible if any fire beyond 400 yards). 

2. We know the total number of rounds fired by the 11th Ohio Battery during the battle (116) and the number and type of guns present (3 2-gun sections totalling 6 6-lb. smoothbore cannon).

3. Each of the six Confederate regiments in Hebert’s brigade reported charging the battery at least once, with the Texans in the center charging 5 times (thus, the Texans and Arkansans were assigned a much higher estimated % loss attributed to artillery fire—the  3rd Louisiana and 40th Mississippi regiments were on the flanks and received less attention). 

4. The focus of the fighting for the period to be studied is infantry vs. artillery and is short enough in duration to make other variables less important (time elapsed approximately 5 HPS “turns” simulating 20 minutes of real time). This will help to isolate the data needed for the study.

5. The written accounts by participants focus on the infantry vs. artillery fight, providing a perfect example of just the kind of sensationalism that creates the typical view of canister fire in the minds of readers.


Below is a chart detailing the estimated casualties inflicted on the Confederate infantry by the Ohio gunners. The battery was supported on either flank by infantry (albeit very poorly) during the period examined here and, outside the timeframe of study, infantry firefights of heavy intensity occurred which undoubtedly caused a large percentage of Hebert’s total losses from the approximately 4-hour battle. Taking the above into account, the estimated loss percentage due to artillery fire is nevertheless intentionally generous (50% for the four Confederate regiments that attacked frontally and 33% for those regiments on the flanks). These high estimates spring from a desire to err on the side of overcounting the losses from artillery fire. Thus, these percentages should be considered upper-end estimates for our analysis, especially for the flanking regiments.
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The conclusion from the evidence gleaned from this particular battle and detailed below is that canister fire in reality is far less deadly than commonly supposed and illustrates the danger of taking anecdotal evidence at face value. (Note: the gaming term “turn” is utilized to break up the data into useful packets and for later comparison.)
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11th Ohio Btty / number of guns

6

      (org. into 3 2-gun sections)

Total rounds fired during battle

116

Number of times battery fired

19

Number of "turns" of major combat

5

      ("turn" equals 20 minutes)

Casualties Inflicted Per Turn

Casualties per full btty per "turn"

34

Casualties per section per "turn"

11

(note: "turn" incl off fire and all def fires)

Casualties Inflicted Per Fire

# casualties per full btty per fire

9

# casualties per section per fire

3

# casualties per gun per fire

1.5


True, a sample size of one battle vignette is not conclusive, but it should be of compelling interest to gamers and game designers nonetheless. Additionally, for the more skeptical readers out there, it should be noted that even at an estimated loss percentage of 75% for the frontal assault regiments, the casualties per gun per fire only rises from 1.5 to 2. More examples would surely increase our overall understanding and similar case studies for artillery batteries composed of larger caliber weapons would be interesting as well.

Finally, if we compare the estimated casualties per section per turn for the historical battle of Iuka to a simulated Iuka battle using the HPS wargame Campaign Corinth, the results are strikingly similar.
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Offensive fire plus Defensive Fire

15.4

 

Range 2

Offensive fire plus Defensive Fire

10.6

Range 3

Offensive fire plus Defensive Fire

7.0

Average of Hex Ranges 1 to 3

11.0

Avg. loss/section/turn with HPS system

11

Est. avg. Loss/section/turn at Historical Iuka

11.5


For our purposes, short range is defined as canister range (0 to 400 yards). This roughly corresponds to hex ranges 1 to 3 in the HPS Civil War wargames. For the above discussion, ten samples were taken of 11th Ohio Battery sections firing at each range and for both offensive and defensive fire.  In order to take into account terrain factors, for each column five of the ten samples had the infantry attacker positioned in clear terrain and the other five in rough terrain.

 The losses per section per turn were arrived at by adding the offensive fire and defensive fire averages together for each range (Note: only a single defensive fire was used for these calculations though it is possible for a section to fire numerous times per turn. Additionally, equally weighting of the results at each range skews these results toward lower casualties as well).  From the data provided above, the casualties inflicted by short-range artillery fire in HPS Civil War games closely matches those of estimations gleaned from the historical record for the 11th Ohio battery during the Battle of Iuka.

