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FREDERICK THE GREAT 3


ARTILLERY

Despite making a number of important innovations, Frederick the Great was not renowned as a great artillery enthusiast, and treated his gunners as second-rate soldiers hardly fit for the society of the ‘gentlemen’ who officered the other branches of the Prussian army. In fairness, for all Frederick’s insistence upon the necessity of maintaining the artisto-cratic element of his officer corps, this was not a view unique to Prussia. Artillerymen were equally looked down upon in other armies, especially the French, as being—to use a contemporary British term—’mechanicks’ whose technical knowledge reduced them to the level of tradesmen.

The unfortunate result was that the artillery officers were cliquish and inward-looking, and their men tended to have low morale—hardly surprising when the rank-and-file were allowed to carry muskets only in emergencies, being deemed scarcely fit to be the fellows of the musket-bearing infantry. It is perhaps doubtful that Frederick ever appreciated the minutiae of artillery techniques (he was remarkably bad at, and consequently loathed, mathematics) or the unreliability of munitions. He once reproved a gun-team for its bad shooting, laid the gun himself and hit the target; challenged to do it again, he aimed it in an identical manner and missed completely.

Nevertheless, Frederick recognized the importance of artillery and greatly expanded the arm. Upon his accession the Prussian artillery consisted of one field battalion of six companies, whose Chef was the aged General Christian von Linger, who had reorganized the munitions industry for Frederick’s father; there were also four garrison companies (Pillau, Magdeburg, Stettin and Wesel). In 1741 Frederick formed a second battalion of one bombardier and five cannoneer companies; the bombardiers were intended to serve howitzers and mortars, the most specialized tasks, and were distributed among the other companies. In 1742 an additional (Silesian) garrison company was formed (at Breslau). In 1744 the two battalions were given the title of Feldregiment Artillerie, and Samuel von Schmettau was appointed ‘Grand Master’ of the artillery. Schmettau, recently recruited from Austrian service, was one of Frederick’s most accomplished staff officers, but Linger remained the actual commander until his death at the age of 86 in April 1755.

Companies were enlarged to about 300 strong in 1758, and the regiment augmented to three battalions by the formation of two new companies. In March 1762 the artillery was reorganized into two regiments of three battalions each, each of five companies, into which the bombardiers were integrated; Chef of Regt. 1 was the capable Inspector-General of artillery, General C. W. von Dieskau, and of Regt. 2 Oberst Carl von Moller. In November 1763 there was a further reorganization, into three regiments of two battalions each (Chef of Regt. 3 was R. W. von Winterfeld, Regts. 1 and 3 being stationed at Berlin, 2 at Königsberg); and a fourth regiment of ten companies (without a Chef) was raised at Königsberg in October 1772.
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Horse artillery gun-team, 1762. In this illustration the ‘aimer’ or gun-captain is sighting along the barrel of the fieldpiece. But for the riding boots and gauntlets the uniform is virtually identical to that of the foot artillery, plus the cavalry plume, adopted in 1762; the black tip of the gun-captain’s plume identifies him as an NCO. (Print after Adolph Menzel)
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A famous exchange between Frederick and his gunners. Observing some artillerymen (whose guns had been captured) mixed in with grenadiers on the retreat after Hochkirch, the king called out, ‘Cannoniers, where have you left your cannon?’ ‘The devil carried them off last night!’ was the reply. ‘Well, then, we’ll carry them off by day,’ replied Frederick, ‘won’t we, grenadiers?’ ‘Ay’, said they, as they passed, ‘and with interest too!’ In this illustration both horse artillery (with riding boots) and field artillery are depicted, the latter with the white gaiters worn in summer until the issue of black became standard, as in the infantry. (Print after Carl Röchling)
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Horse artillery in action during the Seven Years’ War. Crew-member no. 2 (second right), the loader, carries ammunition in a large leather satchel around the neck; no. 3 (second left) is about to ignite the charge by means of a portfire, no. 4, the aimer (right) having stepped clear of the path of recoil. The officer (mounted, rear) would normally command a section or pair of guns, although this duty could be undertaken by an NCO. (Print after R. Knötel)

Succeeding Chefs of Regt. 1 (who were also Inspectors-General of Artillery) were Ernst von Holtzendorff (from Sept. 1777) and Johann von Dittmar (from Dec. 1785). Chefs of Regt. 2 were von Kitscher (Apl. 1763), von Lüderitz (March 1770), von Höfer (Feb. 1778), von Dittmar (Jan. 1785 until his appointment to Regt. 1), and von Pritzelwitz (Dec. 1785). Chefs of Regt. 3 were von Holtzendorff (Oct. 1776 until he succeeded Dieskau in Regt. 1), von Merkatz (Sept. 1777) and von Moller (Apl. 1786).

After the Seven Years’ War the size of each company was reduced to about 200 (194 rank-and-file, of whom no more than 100 actually served at any one time).

From 1748–50 three additional garrison companies were formed (Neisse, Glatz, Schweidnitz), making a total of eight; additional companies were formed at Cosel (1756), Colberg and Glogau (1770), Königsberg (1777), Silberberg (1782) and Graudenz (1784). These were of unequal strength, according to circumstance, and composed of men deemed unfit for field service.

Horse artillery

Frederick is often credited with the creation of the first mobile horse artillery, not intended primarily to support cavalry but to move rapidly across the battlefield to provide fire-support where necessary; but this branch was never independent, and remained small. The first detachment, created in April 1759, comprised six light 6-pdrs. and only 3 NCOs and 42 gunners; it was lost at Kunersdorf, and its ten-gun replacement battery was captured at Maxen. Prince Heinrich created his own battery (six 6-pdrs.) in June 1759, and a replacement for the captured battery was formed in 1760. Both these units were disbanded after the Seven Years’ War, but by 1768 the horse artillery had been re-formed with twenty 6-pdrs. and four howitzers. In 1773 Frederick created an artillery ‘Kommando’ in Potsdam for the training of horse artillerymen, the field strength being two ‘brigades’ of ten 6-pdrs. and one 7-pdr. howitzer, and the force had been enlarged sufficiently for it to take the field for the War of the Bavarian Succession with a strength of six batteries, each with eight 6-pdrs. and a 7-pdr. howitzer.

Equipment

The artillery was divided into ‘position’ and ‘battalion’ guns. The latter, in a practice almost universal at the time, were lighter pieces each crewed by four gunners and four infantrymen, which accompanied infantry regiments to provide immediate fire-support. By the end of the 18th century it had been acknowledged almost universally that ‘battalion guns’ were not very effective and at times even an impediment, and that the effect of a concentration of artillery fire exceeded the sum of its parts; but Frederick persisted with ‘battalion guns’ throughout.

From 1731 Linger had restricted the Prussian artillery to four ‘natures’ (calibres), of which the 3-and 6-pdrs. were used for infantry support. The original 6-pdr., requiring a five-horse team, was found to be insufficiently mobile, so Frederick replaced them in 1742 with new light 3-pdrs. drawn by three horses, and with a chambered breech (as used in a howitzer) which required a smaller charge but was more difficult to use. In the same year Frederick introduced limbers with ammunition boxes, based on a design of Lt. Col. Ernst von Holtzmann, commander of the 2nd Field Artillery Battalion, who in 1747 invented an improved elevation mechanism, inserting a screw into the previous wedge-adjustor.
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Crewing of an artillery piece. Gunner no. 1 held a combined rammer and sponge; no. 2 loaded the cartridge and projectile; no. 4 aimed the gun (by elevation and by instructing the men on the traversing levers), pierced the bag of the charge through the vent, and then stepped away; no. 3 ignited the charge by means of a smouldering portfire, with outstretched arm, standing well out of the path of recoil. This was the basic team; four other members (infantrymen) were ammunition-handlers and ‘muscle’ for operating the traversing levers, crewman no. 6 normally being in charge of traversing, though more than one man was needed to traverse the heavier pieces.

The light 3-pdr. proved to have less hitting-power than the old 6-pdr., so to compromise Dieskau designed a light 6-pdr. with four-horse team, and a longer-barrelled 3-pdr., both introduced in 1755. Battalion guns were usually allocated at two per regiment, Frederick’s intention being to use the new light 6-pdr. for first-line units and the 3-pdr. for second line; and from 1758 they were supplemented by a new, light 7-pdr. howitzer, which was found to be so effective that one was attached to every battalion by the end of the Seven Years’ War. Despite the new designs, however, the battalion artillery remained outmatched by that of Austria (the most effective artillery in Europe), and from 1758 Frederick was forced to introduce new 3- and 6-pdrs., with fully-bored breeches instead of the unsuccessful chambered variety; and from 1770 these were replaced by new long 3-pdrs. and light and heavy 6-pdrs.

The heavier 12- and 24-pdr. ‘position guns’ were intended for battery fire as a kind of artillery reserve, immensely more effective than the lighter and dispersed fire of the battalion guns. These Frederick also replaced with chambered versions from 1754, the 12-pdr. being the usual ‘battery’ cannon, with an eight-horse team. The chambered bore was again less effective, and from 1757 Frederick was compelled to use older and heavier 12-horse 12-pdrs. originally intended for garrison use. These guns—nicknamed Brummer or ‘growler’ from the noise of discharge—were found to be so effective (especially at Leuthen) that they remained in service alongside the chambered guns. They were supplemented by so-called Austrian 12-pdrs., of medium weight (10-horse team) and patterned on those of the Austrian artillery.
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Artillery tactics (1): employment of a static ‘position battery’ of heavy guns as used originally—Mollwitz, 10 April 1741. Key: (A) Prussian Army (B) Austrian position (C) Prussian heavy guns deployed en masse in front of Prussian position. (The lighter guns were employed as ‘battalion guns’ with each infantry regiment.)

Recognizing the utility of high-angle fire, Frederick improved on the heavy 18-pdr. howitzers he inherited, 10-pdrs. and new 18-pdrs. being introduced from 1743 and 1744 respectively; a new 10-pdr. was also introduced after the Seven Years’ War. These heavier howitzers were generally restricted to ‘position’ use. The 24-pdr. cannon was so ponderous in movement that from 1759 it was withdrawn from field use and assigned to siege and garrison duty, where it supplemented 10-, 24- and 50-pdr. mortars. Ordnance was usually brass, with carriages painted light blue.

The artillery had no permanent train: horses, ammunition-waggons and drivers were all impressed from civilian sources at the beginning of a campaign and discharged upon its conclusion. They were commanded by a small number of officers (Stall-meisters) and NCOs or waggon-masters (excavalrymen), with craftsmen (wheelwrights, smiths, etc.) and supplemented from 1760 by small cavalry detachments to keep order. As the drivers were but temporary soldiers, only the heaviest guns (heavy 12-pdrs., 24-pdrs. and heavy howitzers) were dragged by their teams to the battle-line. All battalion guns and lighter 12-pdrs. were unlimbered a considerable distance from the enemy and hauled into place by gunners by means of bricales (leather and rope straps), which over reasonably level terrain were expected to keep pace with the infantry. No use was apparently made of other methods of moving artillery, such as the prolonge (which utilized the team-horses), or the Swedish-style ‘Cronstedt’s rods’ or advance-rods.

The dispersal of teams and drivers at the conclusion of a campaign resulted in there being virtually no mobile artillery in peacetime; guns were returned to their depots, and field excercises were only held for a few weeks annually. This system gave few opportunities for the co-operation of artillery with other arms, and in Frederick’s Instructions almost the only advice given on the handling of artillery was as follows:

‘I make a distinction between the heavy cannon and the field pieces attached to the battalions, as the former should be planted on the heights, and the latter fifty paces in front of the battalions. Both the one and the other should be well pointed and well fired.
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