What Could Possibly Be More Relaxing Than Messing Around with Propane and Potatoes?

[A classic tale from the archives of the Naval Safety Center’s Summary of Mishaps]

A machinist's mate third class in Charleston and some buddies "decided that making a large, propane-fueled potato gun would be a good way to relax" after work, a mishap report said.

They made a pair of these guns and connected them to a propane tank with a Y-fitting. They used globe valves to regulate the flow of the propane, and a propane grill starter as the ignition source.

The op tests for this battery spanned two nights. Initial test firings, minus potatoes, revealed that the guns didn't work consistently because the fuel-air mixture was unsat. Before actual test firings on the second night, our team developed a clearing procedure, which I want to quote, because it gets technical, and I don't want to confuse you: "After an attempt to fire the gun, a match would be thrown down the barrel. If the barrel glowed, there was a potato still in the gun. If there was propane left over, it would ignite. If neither happened, the potato was gone and there was no propane."

Got it? Comfy with this trouble-shooting procedure? I'm not either.

One potato was duly blasted into the heavens or the neighbor's yard, possibly both. The clearing procedure outlined above seemed to be working, so the gun crew broke for chow. Then the MM3 returned solo, loaded half a spud into one of the guns, and pressed the starter button.

No joy. He tossed a match down the barrel. No ignition of propane, and no glowing of the barrel. He peered down the barrel to check the spark. He saw smoke so he pressed the starter button again.

Incredibly (this is the part your grand-children won't believe as you tell them this tale around the campfire years hence), our MM3 was rewarded with the sight of half a potato, proceeding merrily up the barrel, assuming the word "merrily" means "faster than you can blink," and with enough force to produce a "non-displaced orbital wall fracture." I'm not sure what that is, but I know that I don't want one, thank you very much.

The unfunny part is that he at least temporarily lost his vision in that eye, and that it hurt like hell. Docs thought the symptoms would gradually clear up, but didn't think he'd get all his vision back.

The lessons learned from his misadventure are also worth quoting in full. First, "Potato guns are not a safe hobby." So far, so good.

Second, "Have a way to clear the propellant. Air hole, etc." This troubles me, because that "etc" seems vague as a precaution, and I hope we aren't implying that other sorts of vegetable or non-vegetable ordnance (carrot cannon, turnip catapult, rutabaga mortar) are hunky-dory as long as you handle the propellant properly.

Third, "Anytime a projectile device is used, have eye protection." Fully concur with that one.
