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Prussian Light Infantry 1792–1815

The Historical Background

Historians and popular writers alike in the English-speaking world tend, as a whole, to misunderstand all aspects of the armed forces and history of Brandenburg-Prussia. Of all the myths they have created, perhaps those on the subject of the light infantry of the Napoleonic Wars have gained the most acceptance, even if they are as unfounded as all the others. One of the objects of this small work is to attempt to show that there is little truth in these stories of ‘inflexible’ and ‘out-moded’ tactics in the army prior to 1807, as well as putting the so-called ‘new’ tactics of the army of 1812–1815 in their proper context.

It is a commonly held view that it was the experience of the French Revolution, and especially the campaign of 1806, which forced the Brandenburg-Prussian army rather reluctantly to adopt skirmisher tactics in order to counter those of the French army. But the fact of the matter is that the light infantry branch was founded in the reign of Frederick the Great (1740–1786) and continued to develop from then onwards. It was the light troops of the Austrian army, the Croatian border soldiers, which so impressed Frederick in the Seven Years War that he considered it necessary to create an effective counter-force. Further experience in the War of the Bavarian Succession (1778–1779) underlined this; three so-called ‘Free Regiments’ of light infantry were founded, and the corps of rifle-armed ‘Foot Jaeger’ already in existence was strengthened to ten companies. In 1787 the ‘Free Regiments’ were converted into the Fusilier Battalions, which are discussed below.

Initially, there was a degree of reluctance amongst certain sections of the army towards this formation of light infantry. To an extent this was understandable. The ‘Free Battalions’ of the Seven Years War had been regarded as ill-disciplined rogues prone to looting and desertion and, as few self-respecting aristocrats wanted to serve in their ranks, they tended to be officered by men of non-noble birth, thus adding to the contempt with which some regarded them. However, the Fusilier Battalions formed from them came to be regarded as élite formations, being well-trained, disciplined and carefully selected men led by young, fit and intelligent officers. The rifle-armed light troops, the Jaeger, were always a crack formation, their professionalism being rewarded with generosity and privileges which the Line did not enjoy. This body, too, was founded by Frederick, initially to serve as guides and to carry out patrols. They grew in size from a small detachment to a full regiment by 1806. Recruited from huntsmen and foresters, they were experienced marksmen skilled in the use of their more accurate weapons, and were natural light infantrymen adept at concealment in wooded terrain. They often used their own weapons rather than those issued by the army, and were clothed in the traditional huntsman’s green. The contrast between this body and the ‘Free Battalions’ was sharp, yet these two groups were the roots of the light infantry formations of the Napoleonic Wars.

[image: images]

The many different ‘Free Corps’ which were raised under Frederick the Great, and which were the forerunners of the Prussian light units, were regarded as little better than thieves and vagabonds. The general reputation which they enjoyed is epitomised in this Adolf von Menzel drawing of a chaplain rebuking looters of Von Shorny’s and Von Kleist’s corps, without noticeable effect.
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Foot Jaeger, 1773—from Gumtau’s ‘Die Jaeger und Schuetzen des Preussischen Heeres’ (3 vols., Berlin, 1834–38), where it is captioned ‘Buechsenjaeger’ (‘Rifleman’). The black hat has a yellow tuft; the coat is green with red facings, yellow buttons and cords; the shirt and stock are white and black, the waistcoat green, the breeches buff, and the cartridge box and gaiters black.

At first the light infantry were a body distinct and separate from the Line, having, indeed, a different function. However, as the 18th century drew to a close the trend was increasingly towards the evolution of the ‘universal infantryman’—the soldier capable of operating in both open and close order. A noteworthy step on this path was the introduction of ten rifle-armed ‘Schuetzen’ to each Line company from 3 March 1787, that is, before the French Revolution. They were selected men who were eventually to become NCOs. From 1788 they wore NCO distinctions on their uniforms, and they also stood with the NCOs behind the ranks when not engaged in skirmishing and patrols. From 5 December 1793, each Line battalion was to have a bugler to convey orders to the Schuetzen.

More significantly, in 1787 the Fusilier Battalions were founded, being converted from the three light regiments, five Grenadier Battalions, the 3rd Battalion of the Leipziger Regiment (No. 3), and selected companies of the Garrison Regiments. They received their own drill manual, published on 24 February 1788.

Once the Schuetzen sections and Fusilier Battalions had been founded, they continued to develop continuously throughout the period we are examining. The Fusilier Battalions, too, had their own rifle-armed Schuetzen sections, which were increased to 22 men strong in 1789. Some officers felt that there were too few Schuetzen in the Line companies; in 1805, those in the Potsdam garrison received an extra ten so-called ‘Reserve Schuetzen’.

Skirmishing and the use of light infantry was a controversial subject in European military circles of the day, as the use of swarms of tirailleurs by the armies of Revolutionary France put the issue very much into the limelight. Some visionaries saw skirmishers as being the decisive weapon in the battles of the future, while the more conservative saw them as being detrimental to the discipline of the Line. Both extremes contained an element of the truth. The skirmisher was the weapon of the future; but until the introduction of new technology, that is, the breech-loading rifle, the skirmisher would remain closely tied to his close-order supports, as it took so long to load his muzzle-loading firearm. So until around the middle of the 19th century, the skirmisher remained a limited weapon. Skirmishing was detrimental to discipline: 18th century armies often consisted in part of unwilling recruits and also of mercenaries, who would take the first opportunity to desert, and to allow them to take part in patrols and skirmishing was providing them with a golden opportunity to do so. Those who opposed skirmishing did so with some justification. However, the wars of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era saw the introduction of mass armies of conscripts who were (according to some historians, anyway) fired with patriotism, and could thus be trusted to perform as skirmishers. It would perhaps be nearer the truth to say that with mass armies and conscription, a much higher rate of desertion could be tolerated. The change in the nature of the soldiery in this period allowed the introduction of increasing numbers of light troops.

The Brandenburg-Prussian army at first followed a middle course, introducing light troops and gradually increasing their numbers. The personnel of the Schuetzen were carefully selected, properly trained, and given better chances of promotion. The Fusiliers were so highly trained that they soon came to be seen as an elite. Such men were less likely to desert, and made good skirmishers. In the campaigns of 1793 and 1794 in the Palatinate, a wooded, hilly region of Germany, the light troops acquitted themselves well against the French. The terrain of this region was clearly ideal for light infantry action; when it came to the battles of 1806, less reliance was placed on the skirmisher, as the terrain was a good deal more open, making him much more vulnerable.

What made it a good deal more apparent to contemporary observers that a greater number of skirmishers were required was the morale effect that the French tirailleurs were having in the battles at the turn of the century in Italy. The most effective means of countering them was, of course, to use a sufficiently strong number of one’s own men in loose order. A much-favoured way of providing a reserve to perform this and other functions, such as the protection of the battalion’s flanks, was to pull out the third of the three ranks of a battalion, form them into platoons and use them as required.

This idea had been, toyed with even before the wars of the French Revolution, when the Duke of Brunswick had an Instruction on this subject printed in 1791. In 1797 the Prince of Hohenlohe wrote a series of regulations for the Lower Silesian Inspection, and these were published on 30 March 1803 under the title ‘Vom Gebrauch des 3ten Gliedes zum Tiraillieren’ (‘On the Use of the 3rd Rank for Skirmishing’). Furthermore, the Prince Elector of Hesse, a Prussian field-marshal and Inspector-General of the Westphalian regiments, issued an Order to his troops on 11 April 1806 instructing them to use not only the third rank as skirmishers, but when necessary entire companies, especially the flank companies. Finally, on 5 October 1805, the King of Prussia ordered the general introduction of the above-mentioned use of the third rank. This idea thus existed not only before the ‘swarms of tirailleurs’ of the Revolutionary Wars but also before the experience of Jena and Auerstaedt. One is prompted to wonder why certain historians and writers attach the label ‘Frederician’, whatever that may mean, to the army of 1806, and describe its tactics as ‘inflexible’ and ‘out-moded’.
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Compare the last illustration with this study of the same subject by Krickel, taken from Rentzell’s ‘Geschichte des Garde-Jaeger-Bataillons 1808–88’ (Berlin, 1889). Differences include a yellow binding and green tuft on the tricorn, a brown cartridge box, and buttons spaced evenly rather than in pairs.
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Fusilier officer and private, 1789—a contemporary plate by Horvath. The eagle badge is just visible on the latter’s bicorn. All battalions wore dark green coats and white smallclothes: a list of facing and button colours will be found in the ‘Uniforms’ section of the text.

Where the light infantry branch of the Brandenburg-Prussian army was lacking was in the experience of warfare. In fact, the campaign of 1806 was Prussia’s first major confrontation with France since the battle of Rossbach in the Seven Years War, so the army as a whole was somewhat rusty. There was a general lack of experience of skirmishing in action, and this is what gave the French tirailleurs the upper hand on a number of occasions. However, by 1812, under the guidance of light infantry experts such as Yorck, the Prussians’ performance was somewhat better.

The Reforms of 1807 to 1812 placed a much greater emphasis on the role and function of the light infantry, and, theoretically at least, all Prussian soldiers were trained to operate in skirmish order. However, as was the case in 1806, the Fusiliers and third-rankers, not forgetting the rifle-armed battalions, were to be the mainstay of the skirmish line and outpost actions. The Instruction of 27 March 1809, based on Hohenlohe’s earlier document, provided the basis of light infantry training and was incorporated into the Drill Regulations of 1812 which, with minor modifications, served the Prussian and later German armed forces up until 1888.

Another type of light infantryman to emerge was the volunteer of the Wars of Liberation (1813–1815). They were members of the educated middle-classes, students and the like, who volunteered to join the army for the duration of the war. They uniformed and equipped themselves, and, armed usually with hunting rifles or carbines, tended naturally to be used in a skirmisher role.

The evolution of the light infantry branch throughout this period is thus apparent, and those who hold the view that events forced the Prussian army to adopt such a method of fighting have not properly considered the historical development of this arm.


Organisation

Schuetzen

A Cabinet Order of 3 March 1787 fixed the number of Schuetzen in a company at ten men from a total of 160. Each regiment thus had 120 of these rifle-armed light infantrymen. From 5 May 1793 each regiment had one bugler for its Schuetzen, and on 5 December this was increased to one per battalion. In 1798 the Schuetzen sections of the fusilier companies were increased from ten men to 22. From 23 November 1806, the number per Line company was raised to 20. This practice of including rifle-armed sections within each company was discarded in the Reforms, and the system of using the third rank as skirmishers was favoured.
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Fusilier NCOs of 1792 (left) and 1806, from Kling (see Bibliography). The NCO distinctions were metallic hat and cuff lace, the colouring of the tuft or pompon and the sword knot, and the carrying of a cane hooked to the button. In the adoption of the 1801 cylindrical shako, and the short 1797 jacket we can see a major step from 18th-century to 19th-century uniform styles. Note NCOs’ cartridge pouch worn at the waist.
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Soldiers, an officer and a bugler of the Silesian Schuetzen Battalion, 1809–14. The dark green uniform was faced black and piped red; see also Plate B. (Knoetel, reproduced by kind permission of the Franck’sche Verlagshandlung, W. Spemann of Stuttgart, Germany)

In March 1809 an independent battalion of Schuetzen, the Silesian Schuetzen Battalion, was formed; and on 20 June 1814 the Guard Schuetzen Battalion was raised from volunteers resident in the Neufchâtel territory, which had just been returned to Prussian sovereignty.
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