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FRENCH REVOLUTIONARY INFANTRY 1789–1802

ORGANISATIONAL REFORMS 1789–1800

FROM THE FALL of the Bastille to the start of the Napoleonic Empire, changing political ideologies and the growing needs of a nation at war provoked a series of wide-ranging reforms in the French army. Although a great many changes had been introduced since the end of the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), the scale of the reorganisations in the 1790s was unprecedented. During that decade the common infantryman was transformed, from a distrusted instrument of feudal power to a symbol of national pride and citizenship. It was not, however, an easy transition.

Line infantry in 1789

In 1789 there were 104 infantry regiments, of which 79 were French and 23 were foreign (11 Swiss, eight German, three Irish and one from Liège in what is now Belgium). More than half of these regiments were stationed in garrisons on the northern and north-eastern frontiers, with 19 battalions (just over 10,000 men) overseas in the colonies. The corps of Royal Artillery (ranked 64th) and the Provincial Troops (ranked 97th) each counted as one regiment.
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National Guard Volunteer with casque, demonstrating typical campaign dress of the 1790s. The coat is in ‘national’ colours – blue with red collar, cuffs and cuff-flaps piped white; white lapels and lining, piped red. This man’s trousers are shown as light brown with darker stripes.

Marshal de Ségur had set the organisation of the line regiments in 1786, with some slight modifications in 1788. Each regiment consisted of an état-major (regimental staff) and two battalions, except the Régiment du Roi (King’s Regiment) with four. The battalions were almost identical, the only difference being in their élite company: grenadiers for the 1st Battalion and chasseurs (including six carabinier sharpshooters) for the 2nd.

On a war footing, each regiment would increase its strength from a total of 1,202 to 2,642 men. It would also form an auxiliary company that would remain in the depot; this company would include two or three officers, four sergeants and, according to the regulations, 83 fusiliers (chosen from among the regiment’s malingerers…).

The Troupes Provinciales were a militia, consisting of 13 regiments of Royal Grenadiers, 14 provincial regiments and 78 garrison battalions. In wartime these troops constituted a reserve of 75,000 men that could replace the infantry regiments in town garrisons, and if necessary serve in the field. This Milice (militia) was recruited in the countryside from among unmarried male peasants between 18–40 years old, selected by a tirage au sort (lottery). Although in peacetime the Milice was assembled for just a few days annually, militia service was extremely unpopular among the peasantry.

Light infantry in 1789

The light infantry component of the king’s army was created in 1784. The six Chasseur regiments were each composed of four squadrons of mounted chasseurs à cheval and four companies of light infantry, or chasseurs à pied. In 1788 the light infantry service was reformed, with 12 battalions of chasseurs à pied created and trained for ‘services external and in advance’ of the king’s armies.
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In common with the Gardes Françaises, the Swiss Guards always maintained four companies of troops on guard at Versailles. Unlike the French Guards, they would remain loyal to their adopted monarch until the end. Hat with white trim; red coat faced dark blue, with white loops and tassels; white smallclothes and accoutrements. The figures in the bottom left of the picture appear to be playing dice on a drumskin.

In order of seniority, the titles of the Chasseur battalions in 1788 were: Chasseurs Royaux du Dauphiné, Royaux de Provence, Royaux Corses, Corses, Cantabres, d’Auvergne, Bretons, des Vôges, des Cevénnes, du Gévaudan, des Ardennes and lastly du Roussillon. With the exception of Vôges, Cevénnes, Gévaudan and Ardennes, these battalions were recruited regionally; the Italian borders, Corsica and Pyrenees were considered particularly good recruiting grounds for light infantry. The whole branch had a combined strength of 4,500 men.

Each of the 12 battalions was commanded by a lieutenant-colonel, seconded by a major, the état-major being completed by a quartermaster-treasurer, an adjudant, surgeon-major, drum-major, 4 musicians, a master-tailor, a master-armourer and a master-cobbler. Each of the four companies had a strength of 6 officers and 102 men, including: a capitaine-commandant, a capitaine en second, a lieutenant en premier, a lieutenant en second, 2 sous-lieutenants (sub- or second-lieutenants), a sergeant-major, a fourrier (company quartermaster), 4 sergeants, 8 corporals, 8 appointés (chosen men), 2 drummers and 78 chasseurs. From this number, 12 carabiniers were to be selected as the company sharpshooters.

The Household regiments

The king’s household units, or Maison Militaire du Roi, consisted of 8,000 élite troops. These included the Gardes du Corps du Roi and two regiments that protected the palace exteriors – the French and Swiss Guards.

The Gardes Suisses had been raised on 1 January 1586. On 1 June 1767 the regiment was organised into four battalions and an état-major composed of 1 colonel, 1 lieutenant-colonel, 1 major, 4 aides-major, 5 sous-aides-major, 2 ensigns per battalion, 1 auditor general of Swiss Bands, 1 grand judge, 1 secretary-interpreter, 4 adjudants, 3 chaplains, 1 maréchal and 1 aide-maréchal-des-logis (responsible for the regiment’s horses), 1 doctor, 4 surgeons, 1 drum-major, 1 commissary officer and 8 provosts.

The four battalions each had three fusilier companies, with 1 captain, 2 lieutenants, 2 sous-lieutenants, 6 sergeants, 2 fourriers, 12 corporals, 12 appointés, 6 drummers and 132 fusiliers. In addition, each battalion had a company of grenadiers with 1 captain, 2 lieutenants, 1 sous-lieutenant, 2 sergeants, 1 fourrier, 4 corporals, 4 appointés, 1 drummer and 40 grenadiers.
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Gardes Françaises fusilier, and officer armed with an esponton. All officers in the Guards had been armed with these short pikes since 1690 – although by 1789 their use was usually reserved for parades and grand revues.

With a history dating back to the 1560s, the Gardes Françaises provided the largest contingent within the Household troops, with more than 3,600 men in six battalions. In addition to their palace duties, the Gardes Françaises were also responsible for maintaining public order in Paris. In 1789 the état-major of the Gardes Françaises included a colonel (who usually held the rank of Marshal of France), a lieutenant-colonel, a major, 4 aide-majors, 7 sous-aide-majors, 2 sergents d’ordre (senior NCOs), 4 commissaires des guerres, a maréchal-des-logis (with the rank of captain), a provost, clerk, secretary, chaplain and surgeon-major.

There were six grenadier and 24 fusilier companies divided equally between the six battalions (one plus four in each). Each grenadier company was 109 men strong, with 2 captains (normally ranking as colonels in the line), 2 lieutenants, 2 sous-lieutenants, a sergeant-major, a first-sergeant, 4 sergeants, a fourrier, 8 corporals, 1 surgeon, 3 drummers and 84 grenadiers. The fusilier companies included 132 officers and men: 1 captain, 2 lieutenants, 2 sous-lieutenants, an ensign, a supernumerary ensign, a sergeant-major, a first-sergeant, 4 sergeants, a fourrier, a corporal colour-bearer, a gunner corporal, 9 corporals, 3 gunners, a surgeon, 4 drummers and 100 fusiliers.
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Fifer, fusilier and drummer of the Royal-Hesse Darmstadt, one of the ancien régime’s eight German regiments: dark blue uniforms faced red and trimmed white. The musician wears the same uniform as the drummer, but without the livery along the length of the sleeves. The drum has a brass case with white hoops.

The Guards band, which had been formed after the Seven Years’ War in 1764, was composed of 16 musicians including: 6 clarinettists, 1 flutist, 2 horn players, 1 trumpeter, 3 bassoonists, 1 ‘serpent’ player, 1 bass drummer, and 1 cymbalist. These could be supplemented with around 50 depot instrumentalists, in the most part made up of the regiment’s children, or enfants du corps.
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Table 2: Regimental distinctions,
April 1791

Royal Blue 82 83 84 90 91 93 102

Lapels X X X X X X X X X X X X

Collar X X X X X X X X

Cuffs X X X X X X

Cuff flaps X X X X X
ockets fertical I Horizontal

Button Yellow ‘ White ‘ Yellow ‘ White
colour
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ble 3: Uniform modifications,
15 January 1792

Grimson 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60
Scarlet 61 62 67 68 70 71 72 73 74 75 77 78
Royalblue 79 80 81 82 83 84 87 92
Dark green 93 94 96 98 99 101 102 103 104 105 106 107
Light green 108 109 110 111

Lapels X X X X X X X X X X X X
Collar X X X X X X X X
Cuffs. X X X X X X X X
Cuff flaps X X X X X X X X
Pockets Vertical Horizontal

ution Yellow rT White Yelow 70 White
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CONSULATE PERIOD

1: Infantry conscript, 1800

2: Line infantry officer, 1800
3: Carabinier, 9 Légere, 1800
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DIRECTORY PERIOD
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REPUBLICAN DEMI-BRIGADES
1a, 1b, 1c: Typical flags -
see commentary for details
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VOLUNTEERS AND IRREGULARS
1: National Guard Volunteer, 1791
2: Chasseur, Légion Allobroges, 1793

3: Chasseur, Légion Germanique, 1793 /
4: Chasseur, Compagnie Franche de I'Egalité, 1793 /






OEBPS/images/9781780969763_img27.jpg
SUMMER 1789
1: Militiaman, Gardes Bourgeoises
2: Parisian rioter

3: Grenadier, Gardes Franaises
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NATIONAL GUARDS, 1789-91
1: Marquis de Lafayette

2: Grenadier officer, Paris Guard
3: Fusilier, Paris National Guard
4: Standard-bearer, Paris National Guard
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