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It is a cliché¢ of historical writing on the period of

the Napoleonic Wars that the flintlock musket
carried by the Napoleonic infantryman was slow to
load, wildly inaccurate, and highly unreliable under
campaign conditions. Broadly, there is no arguing
with these general criticisms; but the fact remains
that armies so equipped won battles, founded glit-

tering reputations, and filled mass graves across half

the world during a period of almost continuous

campaigning lasting more

than zo years. Clearly, in

trained hands and under suitable circumstances, the
flintlock musket was as devastating as any weapon
in history. It may therefore be valuable to try to look
beyond the easy rhetoric; and to examine the rather
more vivid picturce painted by contemporary quota-
tions, the results of contemporary crials, and the
experience of modern ‘black powder’ enthusiasts

with faithful, working replicas of the weapons of

that time.

The basic 1‘>]Ji:r:1ti_q_'|['|_ of the
smooth-bare,  muzzle-load-
ing Hintlock musket 15 too
well known to justify more
than rhe briefest description
here. First seen in the hands of
European soldiers late in the
17th century, it had been
improved and refined in varn-
ous ways; but the 17gos found
it basically unchanged since
its appearance, and near the
cnd of its useful life. It consis-
ted of three main “assemblics ™
the lock, stock and barrcl,
The barrel was an iron tube
blocked at the breech end by a
screwed-in plug, and bored
immediately  ahead of the

plug with a "rouchhole” up to
4mm  across, which con-
nected with the exterior pri-
ming pan. The barrel was
mounted, by means of lugs
and pins or cxternal metal
bands, inte a wooden stock.
The lack mechanism on che
right side of the breech con-
sisted of a sprung ‘cock’ — a
hammer with screw-clamp
Jjaws; the priming pan, a small
recessed metal block; and the
‘frizzen’. This was a com-
bined striker plate and prim-
ing pan cover on a spring
pivot. Pulling the trigger
dropped the cock, and the
flint wedge m its jaws struck
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the  frizzen.  This  fAew
upwards and  exposed  the
Pi!'\\r‘{ll.‘]' m t‘hq_‘ patr, al |.|.’IL'
same instant that sparks trom
the impact of flint and frizeen
fell into the pan. The priming
flared, and sparks passing
through the touchhole set off
the main charge rammed into
the breech end of the barrel,

There were fow significant
differences between the mus-
kt‘[i 1]‘:‘:(1 L":.- EI]{: \';!ri::u;{
armuaes. Overall lengeh varied
between about 4 fi. 8 in. and
5 ft. 1 in.; overall welght
berween about 1o.y b, and
1.4 Ib.; calibre, hetween
ramm and rgmm, the major-
ity being between rymm and
1dmm. The cartridge consis-
ted of a spherical lead ball,
and 2 measured cha Ll of
black  powder, vrapped
together in a tube of thick
papcr. Charges  varied
between § oz, and 1 oz ball
weight varied across about
the same range.

LOADING and FIRING

Although the musker was a
relatively  simple  weapen
mechanically,  Joading  and
firing it was a complex pro-
cedure. To be cffective, the
firer needed to be a highly
practised individual working
in rhythm as part of a well-
drilled team. Maost muskets
required some 2o scparate
actions during the sequence:

{1) The musket was
brought down from  the




shoulder to a I)('IF'Iti(,JII hieled
across the body. (2) The cock
WS :P'l_l”l_'l,‘l l'l:i('k (N8} l]lﬂ' '1':11'("11
half-cock” position. (3) Pow-
der residue and foulmg was
wi]?l.:d (e the pan with the
t’i:.rlhl' T|JLI|'|1|‘J; iI”!J.'u]]\I: an]ud,
the pan and touchhole had to
be eleared with a “pricker” and
brush. (40 The musker was
supperted i the left hand
while the ri.];hl hand removed
a cartridge from the pouch,
usually slung on the might
buttock. The pouch had a
:|.|.'r;p H;ap ol Teather, and indi-
vidual rounds were ofien kepr
n holes drlled in a wooden
block:  fumbling  one  out
could be awkward. (5) The
cartridge  was Difted o the
maonth, (6] The ‘non=ball” end
of the paper tube was torn off
between the teeth. Only now
could |cJ.'u.|1'r|g lwgin.

(70 Seme pewder from the
open cartridge  was  shaken
into the open priming pan. {8
The frizzen was closed, w
retain the powder. [g) The
musket burte was grounded,
by the soldicr’s left foot. (1a)
The rest of the powder was
shaken inco the muzzle. [f e
!-I.]F‘{'T\'l:‘i;'l,{l meen ".'\.']]I'_'! d]‘yl]k,ﬂ_‘\i
the “kick” of the weapon often
contrived o scatter 4 pood
deal of the powder on the
ground ar this poinc’ {11}
The ball, soll i ies papcr
mbe, was pressed o the
muzzle, the paper acting as a
wad for a tight e (12) The
ramrod was pulled upwards
from 1es “pipes’ or slot under
the barrel. (13) When clear of
the pipes, 1t was  turned
around so that the belled-oue
cnd was pomnting down. (14)
The belled end was placed in
the mueele, and the ball and
paper were rammed home,
compressing the  powder
charge. {15) The ramrod was
withdrawn,  and  reversed
;Li’__;!ill. []f):' II-]:I{' r.'l.[[lrl]ﬂ{ Wik
shd back into its pipes. (17)
The musket was brought up
to the firing position. (18)
The cock was pulled fully
back. I:II']:I On the order, the
rrigger was pulled.

[he Prussians, so often the
milicary  mnovators ol the

portarmance

15th Century, introcduced two
important improvements, In
1773 l]w}' gave their muskets
‘cylindrical’ ramrods, which
could be used without revers-
ing them as they were pulled
from the pipes; and in 178
they introduced the ‘conical®
touchhole. This was wider
the barrel ecnad than the pan
end; the pan did noet have w

ke primed separately, as pow-
der was forced thrm.tgh the
hole when the main charge
was rammed home. These
sunple changes shaved vieal
seconds off the loading pro-
I:(_-hhvr Prussian
improvements  included  a
guard round the pan, which
both protweeted cthe priming
from the wind and prevented

I.'{'i]l.l'l'{'.
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ijuries frem excessive “Hash®
from  the TJrillLi.n;;; and a2
spring=loaded bayoncer clip.]

The rate of lc_'r:u.l'ing and fir-
ing was subject to many vari-
ables, and at s difficule to
produce any reliable or help-
tul stacistics. A crained man,
drilling unhurriedly far from
danger, might manage o
lead in 15 seconds — a fow
scconds less, with a Prossian
musket. (Long trained to
high rates of fre, Prussian
treops recorded up to o an
l‘sl,r;mr:lin;ir}-' seven shars a
minute even in the firse half of
the 18th century., In the
Napoleonic Wars their best
men were reckoned o be
about twice as fast as the
French, three times as last as
the Austrians.)

Linder battle condinans,
this rate dropped drascically
after a few shots. 1t should be
stressed  that  contempaorary
mfantry tactics woere cntively
based upon wolley fire. The
classic method of *giving fire’
was the rolling volley by sub-
units. In this way the cncmy
could be brought under fire
by some part of & unit’s line

every  few  scconds. Even
ignoring  the difficulty  of
ordering  this  measured

sequence by shouted  com-
mands in the din and smoke
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one or two men, fumbling
their deill in the haste and ten-
sion of combar, could quickly
destroy the sequence. Apart
frem human  frailey,  che
characteristics of the musket
wself made 1t almost inevie-
able that fire became slower
and more ragged after only a
very Tew vollevs. I

MECHANICAL
SHORTCOMINGS
Rain and wind could render
the “firelock’ wseless. With
armies often 111;|1'|_'|1j[1g and
sleeping  in wer  weather,
paper  cartridges could
become damp in the pouch.
Powder poured into wet pans
and barrels would become an
inert paste. Men covered their
locks  and  muzzles, with
oilcloth or rags when our of
battle; but as soon as they
were uncovered, rain L‘ii'i'il‘_r'
found its way into the small-
est gap — amd frizzens did not
make a waterproaf seal over
the pans. At Katzbach in
,’\UEIJIIRT |H1_‘; Blitcher's and
MacDonald's troops toughr a
vicious bartle largely  wich
bavencts and clubbed butes in
vorrential ramn which made
l-ll'ittjf: irrlpt).-i:;'il) e Coloar
Sgr. Calladine, 19th Foaor,
recalled losing comrades mn a
skirmish mn Cevlon in 1818:

. the day being very wet,
their firelocks wonld seldom
pooff. . . norone picce in ten
would  go of" (One s
reminded of the wry 18ch-
C‘C]:IEL"}' (icrlllii“ !'.'l'{’\"i_'rl'l:
“Alle Kunst ist unsonse, Wenn
ein Fngel i das Ziindloch
prunst — Al skall 15 wain
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described below
— it is casy to imagine how

when an angel pisses in your
l't1lll']'l|tl'l]l'1,)

Even on dry days a sudden
pust of wind could casily
h]ll‘\.'ﬁ' 1h(" T'Iri]'lll.”g f—r:_nn ['hl_'
pan betore the sparks could
igmite 1, The author has often
had his face covered 11}-‘ slyow-
ers of such unburnt powder
while  wking  pat i
MNapoleconic re-enactments,

The fint itself might func-
tion only sporadically. A
chancy material, it often has
hidden  Haws. A
might shateer ac the first shot,
sending sharp splinters fy-
img. It might send sparks
everywhere but into the pan,
It mught refuse o spark tor 2
few shots, and then  sear
working again, It mighe [l
out of the jaws of the cock for
no apparent reason. Even the
bese fling starts roowear away
quickly. s forward edge
becoming  saw-toothed: it
often needs replacing cvery
20 or 3o shots, a4 chore which
takes up to halfa minure,

Fwven in adeal conditions, a
misfire rate of 15% was not
unusual; in batele that Agure
could rise as high as 1oe% on
occasion. The risk of mistire
became higher with each shor
fired. Burnt gunpowder pro-
duces a very thick (ouling in
the pan, the touchhole and the
barrel, As a bacde progressed,
more and more time had wo be
spent in clearing the pan and
touchhole with brush  and
pricker.  Fouling  made it
noticeably more difficult to
farce the ball down the bare
after oven a few shors,

These weaknesses might all
be classed as mechanical — as
endemic to the weapon itself.
As significant were  the
human difficulties of the man
firing e,

eunfling

BURNS, BRUISES,

NOISE and SMOKE
Tired, }lrl'!]]:ibl"\,-' le_mgr}-' and
thirsty, and cither chilled or
parched depending upon the
weather in which he had heen
marching and bivooacking,
the Mapoleonic  soldier
toughe for his life with
heavy and unpleasant weapon
which must sometimes have
seemed as dangerous to him
as to his enemy.

The whole battleficld use
of the Hincdock was based




upen massed firing, The indi-
vidual was seldom given the
ammunition or the leisure o
pracose individual  marks-
manship; indeed, in ANy
armics it was positively dis-
couraged. The very design of
some weapons — Prussian,
and imitative Ruossian types
— reflected o deliberate
ackempe to make it hard for
the saldier to *draw a bead” by
setting barrel ineo stock at an
uncomfortable angle, Indi-
vidual marksmanship was a
distraction from the soldier's
task, which was 1o keep tight
formation and pull his trigeer
when ardered. Alming was
the task of his commander,
wiio used the massed valleys
of his whole unir like 3 wiant
shatgun, Given  the  inac-
curacy of the individual mus-
ket (see below) this was an
entirely rational approach.
The  normal  formation
used ro achicve this effecr was
the  three-rank  harealion
falthough ewo-rank forma-
tions were the norm for the
British,  and  swere  used
ncreasingly by other armies
as the wars progressed). With
three ranks it was usual for
the front rank to kneel and the
second and third 1o seand, the
third firing through the maps
between the shoulders of the
second.,  The kneeling rank
thus had to suffer the dis-
charge of their comrades’
muskers above their heads:
and the second rank had the
pans of the first rank Haring
immediately in front of them,
and those of the third around
their cars. Apart from the
burning powder and wad-
ding thrown out from the
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murzle, the ignition of the
prinming was wself liable to
canse  painful,  and  even
dangerous injury. There are
many references to badly
burned faces and ears. The
Londow: Chroniele of =1 April
r7of reported: “Yesterday the
guards had a grand field day
in Hyde Park. An accident
happencd to one of the pri-
vates, whao had his eyve nearly
blown out by the sudden dis-
charge of the firclock of the
person next to him in the
ranks. " If such accidents could
happen under the tight super-
vision of the parade ground,
what must it have been like 1o
use these weapons in battle?
Using a flindock for any
length  of  time inevitably
bruises and burns the ‘hands
painfully, There is 2 famous
account in the unpublished
Journal of Napolean's seniar
medical officer, Baron Lar-
rey, referring o the 183
campaign, The army  was
ordered to select four saldicrs
from cach of 12 corps ra be
exeeuted for cowardice, as an
example, on
having sclf-infliceed wounds
tr the hands. Pawder burns
on skin and sleeves were cited
as evidence,  Larrev,  con-
vinced that these were bong
Side  wounds,  persuaded
MNapeleon to allow him o
make a detailed examinaction:
and managed to convinee the
Emperor of  the  soldicrs’
mnocence in oall cases. The
raw conscripts” arms drill was
shown o be hopelessly defie
Clent: men i rear ranks were
consistently wounding thosce
in front by resting their mus-
kets against them, or by

suspicion  of

underestimating the kick and
letting  the  discharging
weapon jump sideways.

The kick of a fintlock is
fairly brutal — roughly com-
parable ro that of 4 modern
1z2-bare shorgun, even
though the slow-burning
powder gives 3 "pushing” sen-
sation. Lt. Edward Wheatley,
5th Line Bn., King's German
Legion, at Warerloo: * . . | |
fired a slain soldier’s musket
until my shoulder was nearly
Jellicd and my mouch was
begrimed with gunpowder to
such 2 degree thar [ champed
the  gricey composition
unknowingly ., " A Seldier
of the 7rar, after Vitcoria: °l
had fired ro8 rounds this day.
Next morning we  awoke
dull, seiff and weary, 1 could
scarce touch my head with
my right hand; my shoulder
wis as black as coal.”

Wheatley's  reference 1o
‘champing’ powder reminds
wsthat  black  powder s
bygroscopic. Already dehy-
drated by fear and exertion,
the Napaleonie soldier then
spent some hours biting open
cartridges and getting pow-
der in his mouth, Mot only
daes this wste very unplea-
sant; it also dries up the saliva
rapidly. Many memoirs men-
tion the raging thirst caused
in this way.

Bruised, burne and par-
ched, the soldier striving to
follow a comples loading
drill was also disoriented by
sheer noise, and smoke. The
report of a musker, while i
does not have the whiplash
crack of 1 high-velociey rifle,
15 at least as impressive as that
of a4 heavy shotgun, To stand

in the middle of 2 massed bar-
talion firing volley after vole
ley  was deatening,  cven
bewildering atter a time. Mil-
tary memoirs are alsoe rich in
references  to the choking,
acrrd, dirty=white  smoke
which hung elosely round the
firing line after even a single
volley, unless there was a seiff
wind. This was not like the
drifting haze of 2 wood fire: it
was as ampenetrable as g
chemical smoke screen. From
Recollections of Rifleman Har-
st L was so hotly
engaged, loading and firing
away,  enveloped  in o the
smoke T oereated .. . thar |
could see nothing for a few
minutes but the red fAash of
my own picce amongse the
white vapour clinging ro my
very clothes . . | often | was
obliged to stop firing, and
dash it aside from my face,
and try i vain o ger a sight of
what was going on |

Under  these  circuim-
stances, ivis hardly surprising
that our singed, battered,
deafened, choked and halic
blinded  soldier sometimes
made mistakes, even withoue
mechanical  failures.  Con-
fused men sometimes ram-
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med a new charge on top of
the last, torgetting that they
had not bired. Firing a mul-
tiple load often burst the mus-
ket, with disfiguring or faral
results. Even correctly loaded
weapons  might  have  thin
spots worn in the bore, or
hairline cracks in the stock,
which could give way aith-
out warning in action. (A
good friend of the auchor is
now partially paralysed by a
shoulder injury caused when
a flintlock stock broke as he

I‘]rL"LI | I_?‘]:![Ik I'lliul'ld_) l\flr:“
whao lost, or even fired away
their ramrods were not, how-
ever, as helpless as they
would be in the later days of
rifled  muskers,  when  this
curiously  common  mistake
left them physically unable to
loree a ball down the barreel,
The Mapoleanic soldier could
load ‘running ball’, 1t his bar-
rel were not o Toul: drop-
ping the ball into the muozele
without wadding, and “jog-
ging’ it down tosome kind of

Results are expressed as the number of hits

Scharnhorst's Musketry Trials, pub. 1813

perrations abtimed by cach we

fired (ice. halve for percentages] an a one-aneh wooden plank tirgen 610
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seat on ap of the powder by
thumping the butt on the
ground. Compression waould
be low, bur ar lease he could
fire,

THE RECEIVING END

Sa much for the firer: what of
the target? The fivst question
must be,  what
chances of getting hic?
Contemporary trials vesules
need  careful  mterpretation;
nat only do they reflect ideal
conditions,  but  the  infor-
mation they record is some-
times irrelevant to combar.
Picard may tell us that a
Charleville firmngg from 2
clamped rest at a range of
150
error of 2g . vertically and
23 i, '|:|t::r:1||y_ Cal, {;L'Urgl;
Hanger mav  reinforce the
point: “A soldier's musket, if
not exceedinglv ill-bored and
very crooked, as many are,
will strike the ligure ofa man
of Bo vards, it may even ata
hundred: bue a seldier muse
be very unfortumate imdeed
who shall be wounded by a
musket  at 5o
vards, provided lns annagonist
aims at b o No wan weas
crer killed,  al o Tdved
yards, by the person who atmed
At j“.r”_‘ I}LIL H.'ll'l;_"l:r".ﬁ L=
ments (from his To afl Sporrs-
men, 1814} direet us away
from  individual accuracy,
and towards those teses which
WLrE |-|rl,“l’.,l lfl}' T.'l'l'lk.‘; ('li-llli_'l'l at
rargers  representing other
ranks of men. The accom-
panying table 1s pcked tor s
relative completeness of com-
parison and its comvenicnee.
Scharnhorst had these teses
fired by a rank of ten men,

woere his

recorded an average

COIImOn
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cach firing zo rounds with
cach weapon.

The best 1oo-pace scares,
ofaround seven hits out of ten
shors, are higher than would
be obrained incombar, for che
reasons already described, At
the other extreme, Henegan,
commander of the  British
ficld rrain at Vittoria, esti-
mated  from rounds  issued
and fired {abour 3.0%5,000)
and cnemy casualties (abour
8,o00) that only one in 455
shors hit; but this includes
shots fired oueside effective
e, More revealing was
Talavera: 2o to 3o British val-
leys over an average 200 vards
in half an hour produced
SCIC 1300 cnemy casualties
— a hit rate of 3% %,

Dry higures f4il, neverthe-
less, to give an impression of
the effect of facig a massed.
disciplined volley at almose
pome-blank range. Many of
the leading mem in. say, an
attacking column waould fall
atance, dead or visibly muril-
ated by the big, solt lead balls,

Tt
mnluu'uulmr i i

which cansed massive
wounds, The others would
face @ wider range of physical
and  psychological  effecrs.
['heshack wave from a close-
range volley was enough to
physically stagger the enemy;
we recall the account of the
lasr attack of Lz Garde at
Waterloo, with the heads of
columns  convulsing  like
standing corn i a high wind.
The author can confirm from
painful first hand experience
that even a blink round ar
close range can lift the vicrim
atthis feet and blow him oneo
his back, completely winded,

(The Lowdon Cheowricle. 23

June 1gys, reported that in

Edmhurgh one Miven fired as
a Joke a plug of chewed
tobacco rammed nto his
musker: * ., Mrs Baillic of
Olve-bank was wounded in
the tace, which is much lacer-
ated; and Mr Knox . was
shat through che breast, and
instantly expired. )

The air would be filled

with burning powder, which
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peppers  the  exposed  fce,
eyes and hands — the natural
reaction s to drop onc's
weapon and rub the eves,
Dazed and deafened by the
noise, blinded by the smoke,
winded and choking, the vic-
tm of a volley would be
overwhelmed  in all  his
senses, complerely confused,

MNow was the time for the
enemy to lnmech therr bay-

anct charge. The loom of

scarlet uniforms, the glitter-
g blades, the screams of the
charging cnemy would have
but ane cffeet — vou would
run for your life, dropping
vour musket and pack in your
haste to escape. Individually,
the musket may have been
inaccurate; but a properly
timed  volley,  backed up
mstantly by a charge, could
destroy  the  cohesion and
spirit of an enemy unic as
surcly as 3 machine gun. M|
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