Notes on Mechanical Bakeries and Hardtack
“Salt pork was the principal meat ration... On the march it was broiled and eaten with hard bread, while much of it was eaten raw, sandwiched between hardtack.”  John D. Billings, Hardtack and Coffee, p. 135
“This morning our breakfast was much like that on other mornings when we could not make fires: two pieces of hard-tack with a slice of raw, fat salt pork between – not a dainty meal, but solid provender to fight on. By good fortune I had a bottle of cucumber pickles. These I distributed to the officers about me. They were gratefully accepted, for nothing cuts the fat of raw salt pork like a pickle.”  Henry G. Thomas, “The Colored Troops at Petersburg,” The Century, Vol. 34, Issue 5, Sept. 1887
Why does home made hardtack often end up like quarter-inch thick lasagna while the hardtack issued during the war was enough like a cracker to allow soldiers to make salt pork sandwiches?

One hint comes from commissary C. L. Kilburn's Notes on Preparing Stores for the United States Army, 1863, in his chapter on “Hard Bread” (pp. 22-23):

“Should be made of best quality of superfine, or what is usually known as extra superfine flour, or better of extra and extra superfine, (half and half.) Hard bread should be white, crisp, light, and exhibit a flaky appearance when broken. If tough, solid and compact, it is evident the fault is either in the stock, manufacture, or baking; it should not present the appearance of dried paste. If tough and pasty, it is probably manufactured from grown wheat, or spring wheat of an inferior kind. In all cases, it should be thoroughly cooled and dried before packing. Kiln drying, where practicable, for long voyages, is particularly desirable; but if really and thoroughly dried in the oven, it will keep just as well, and its flavor is not destroyed. To make good hard bread, it is essential to employ steam.” 

The ingredients are flour and enough water to make a dry dough.  The only additive is possibly salt, to be mixed with the water first.  Two points seem essential – very fine flour, and “steam” rather than hand power.

What sort of machinery was required to “employ steam” in the manufacture of crackers?  The answer for this comes from Knight's New Mechanical Dictionary.  Published in various editions between 1876 and 1880, the Dictionary provides a multi-volume resource on industrial processes of the era.  See https://books.google.com/books?id=tilRAAAAYAAJ&dq=crackers%20intitle%3Amechanical%20intitle%3Adictionary%20inauthor%3Aknight&pg=PA270#v=onepage&q=crackers%20intitle:mechanical%20intitle:dictionary%20inauthor:knight&f=false
Machinery relevant to the making of hardtack includes the Dough Mixer, the Dough Break or Dough Kneader, and the Cracker Machine.

Dough Mixer
“A bakery machine for compounding the ingredients of bread, cake, crackers, as the case may be. The machine illustrated is for mixing soft cake dough, beating eggs, and preparing the dough for the machine which rolls the paste, and cuts and pans the cakes. See Cracker Machine. The dough mixer is a horizontal cylinder with an axis provided with arms which cut, stir, and intimately incorporate the materials. It is discharged below when the gate is opened.”


Roger's Dough Mixer, 
Dough Brake
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An earlier hand-operated version of a “biscuit brake”continues in use on the Eastern Shore of Maryland to make “beaten biscuits.”  These were originally prepared by repeatedly whacking unleavened biscuit dough with the flat of an axe or a hammer to aerate it.  The more you beat it, the less dense the final product.  Given the regional popularity of these biscuits it is no surprise to see Billings mention that “most of the hard bread was made in Baltimore.”  A description of the process can be seen here:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GJshSaX2WOA
Dough Kneader
A dough kneader would be an improved, more mechanized version of the brake:
“Dough Knead'er. A machine for incorporating dough : violent and repeated pressure is necessary. See Dough Brake. The name of the brake is from the pivoted lever upon which the weight of the man was formerly swung in the old method of preparing cracker dough.  The Durand dough kneader is an annular trough driven by steam, and with stirring devices which revolve in the trough while the latter revolves.”
Cracker Machine
The last stage of manufacturing crackers, or hard bread, requires feeding the finished dough into the cracker machine, which rolls out the dough, cuts the crackers, collects the scraps for re-use and drops the crackers onto pans for baking.

The entry in Knight's describes the entire process this way (for hard tack one would omit the leavening and proving):
“The process of cracker-making by machinery is as follows: In the first place, the flour is run through a sifter, then put into troughs, where all the ingredients are mixed in by hand and left to stand until the chemical process is completed. The material is then run through the dough mixer, and from thence several times through the dough brake. It is piled up on a table, covered with cloth, and left to stand until it is properly proved, or gets light, then run again through the brake several times, being doubled over each time, and finally rolled out in a long strip the proper width for the machine. It is then placed on the hopper board of the machine, and goes through the rollers, where it is reduced to the proper thickness, falls on the apron or carrier, passes under a revolving brush, then to the cutter, which it changed to cut different shapes. After the crackers or biscuits are cut, the sheet of cut dough passes to the fingers and scrap apron, where the scrap is run over the upper apron, and the crackers pass below and drop into pans placed on the lower or third apron, and the pans are then placed in the oven and baked, which requires from 7 to 15 minutes, according to the kind of goods being baked. The largest set of machinery and oven will bake from 50 to 70 barrels of flour into crackers in ten hours.” 

All this leaves us with the question of how one can duplicate this process at home.  Probably the nearest approach would come from the use of a heavy duty Kitchenaid to mix and knead the dough, followed by repeated feedings through a pasta roller or biscuit brake (if you can find one).  Since all ovens differ some further experimentation is necessary in the actual baking, but an initial attempt at 400 degrees for ten minutes should provide a benchmark.

In any case, take another look at Kilburn before you try this by hand...

Good luck, and bon appetit!
