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THE BROWN BESS AT WATERLOO 
Description and excerpts from Bernard Cornwell’s book 

WATERLOO 
THE HISTORY OF FOUR DAYS,THREE ARMIES AND THE THREE BATTLES 

Napoleon had also detached part of his army,  the Marquis de Grouchy’s, 33,000 men and 96 
guns, to pursue the Prussians. Their job was to find the Prussians, engage them and so stop 
Bluchers men coming to Wellington's aid. 
So, by dawn on Sunday, 18 June, the three armies are expecting battle. The rain stops at last, 
though there will be passing showers for much of the day and, though it is summer, it is still 
bitingly cold. Johnny Kincaid's riflemen, shivering beside the highway a little north of the 
elm tree, boil a big cauldron of water and throw in tea, sugar and milk; all the bigwigs of the 
army had occasion to pass,' he said, and I believe every one of them, from the Duke down-
wards, claimed a cupful.' 
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The French were no better off. Louis Canler, an 
eighteen-year-old infantryman, spent a bone-
chilling night in the rain, but at least there 
was breakfast in the dawn. His company butch-
ered a sheep and boiled it with some flour to 
thicken the broth, but they lacked salt for sea-
soning, so one of the men threw in a handful of 
gunpowder instead. The mutton, Canler re-
called, 'tasted foul’. 
 
Private Matthew Clay, the Guardsman who had 
spent a miserable night beside a ditch in the or-
chard of Hougoumont, had much the same ex-
perience. At dawn, he said: 
We procured some fuel from the farm of 
Hougoumont and then lighted fires and 
warmed ourselves. Our limbs were very much 
cramped sitting on the side of the wet ditch 
the entire night. The Sergeant of each section 
gave a small piece of bread, which was  about 
an ounce, to each man, and enquiry was 
made along the ranks for a butcher. 
A pig was slaughtered and the carcass cut up. 
Clay received a portion of the pig's head, but 
though he scorched the meat, he found it inedi-
ble. Then he readied his musket. It was loaded, 

because Hougoumont's garrison had feared a night attack which never came, so he fired the 
weapon into a muddy bank. All along both ridges men were clearing their muskets. The pow-
der could have become damp and none wanted a useless musket when the enemy came, so 
they fired their weapons to get rid of the overnight charge. Clay checked his ammunition, 
tightened his musket's doghead, the screw-driven vice which held the flint in place, then oiled 
the powerful spring and trigger. The damp had swollen the wood of some muskets, hampering 
the springs.  
Clay, like every other redcoat, carried a Brown Bess musket, though in truth there was no such 
weapon. There were Land Pattern muskets, India Pattern muskets and New Land Pattern mus-
kets, all carrying the nickname of Brown Bess. The basic musket was developed during the 
early years of the eighteenth century, a hundred years before Waterloo, and a soldier of Marl-
borough's army would have had no trouble using a New Land Pattern musket made in the ear-
ly nineteenth century. The muskets were heavy, weighing a little over lo lbs, and cumbersome, 
with a barrel length of either 39 inches or 42 inches, firing a ball threequarters of an inch in 
diameter. It was possible to fire five shots in a minute, but that was exceptional, and the nor-
mal rate of fire was between two and three shots a minute, and even that was optimistic. As a 
battle progressed the touch-holes became fouled with burned powder and the barrels caked 
with powder residue, and the flints chipped and needed replacing. Nevertheless a British bat-
talion of 500 men could expect to fire between 1,000 and 1,500 shots a minute.  
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If fired at too great a range, say anything over 100 yards, most of those shots would miss be-
cause the smoothbore musket was notoriously inaccurate. Much of the inaccuracy was caused 
by 'windage', which is the difference between the barrel's interior width and the musket ball's 
width. This was usually about a twentieth of an inch, which made the ball easier (and thus 
quicker) to load, but the ball literally bounced as it sped down the barrel and the last bounce 
would dictate the direction of the flight. There were various tests made of a musket's accuracy, 
and a typical one was conducted by the Prussians, who discovered that a battalion firing at a tar-
get 100 feet wide and 6 feet high scored 60 per cent hits at 75 yards, 40 per cent at 150 yards 
and 25 per cent at 225 yards. Colonel George Hanger, who was an expert marksman, wrote in 
his book To All Sportsmen, published in 1814: 
 
A soldiers musket, if not exceedingly ill-bored (as many are), will strike the figure of a man at 
80 yards; it may even at a hundred; but a soldier must be very unfortunate indeed who shall 
be wounded by a common musket at 150 yards, provided his  antagonist aims at him; and as 
to firing at a man at 200 yards with a common musket, you may as well fire at the moon. 
 
Estimates were made during the Napoleonic Wars of the musket's efficiency. At the battle of Ta-
lavera it was reckoned that in half an hour 1,300 French were either killed or wounded, but it 
had taken 30,000 musket balls to achieve that! 3,675,000 rounds were fired by Wellingtons army 
at Vitoria and caused 8,000 casualties, which is one hit in every 459! At close range the results 
were much better, and the British especially were trained to wait until the enemy was very close 
before opening fire. 
 
The French too were clearing their muskets. Their weapon, the Charleville musket, was about a 
pound lighter than the Brown Bess, and just as inaccurate. The bore was smaller, and this meant 
that French infantry could not use British cartridges which they might find on their dead or 
wounded enemies, while British troops could, and did, use scavenged French ammunition. 
French powder was of significantly worse quality than British, which led to quicker fouling of 
the barrel and touch-hole. The normal way to rid a barrel of caked powder was to swill it out 
with hot water, but urine was almost as effective. 

Bernard Cornwell, OBE 
(born 23 February 
1944) is a British author 
of historical novels and 
a history of the Water-
loo Campaign. He is 
best known for his nov-
els about Napoleonic 
Wars rifleman Richard 
Sharpe. He has also 
written the Saxon / Last 
Kingdom stories about 
King Alfred and the 
making of England  

Editor’s note;  I have read a number of books on the Battle of Waterloo and I would rate this book as one of the best. 

The Charleville musket was a .69 caliber 
standard French infantry musket used in the 
18th and 19th centuries. It was made in 1717 
and was last produced during the 1840s. How-
ever, it still saw limited use in conflicts 
through the mid-19th century (such as the Cri-
mean War).  
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Sabretache 
THE OFFICIAL JOURNAL OF THE CALGARY MILITARY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

The SOCIETY 

is a non-profit registered society which fosters the study of the military and the police, and the heritage of Canada, the British 
Empire, and the world as well as the preservation of military artifacts and records.  The CMHS meets once every calendar 

month at:  
Petty Officers’ Mess HMCS Tecumseh 1820 - 24th Street SW Calgary AB T2T 0G6 

Contact Editor: David Gale david@sunnyspotservice.ca 

Artillery In Alberta comes from the website belonging to Harold Skaarup  
www.silverhawkauthor.com   

The aim of this website is to locate, identify and document every historical piece of artillery preserved in 
Canada.  Many contributors have assisted in the hunt for these guns to provide and update the data found on 
these web pages.  Photos are by the author unless otherwise credited.  Any errors found here are by the au-
thor, and any additions, corrections or amendments to this list of Guns and Artillery in Canada would be most 
welcome and may be e-mailed to the author at hskaarup@rogers.com.  

Taber Alberta 
German First World War 7.7cm Infan-
teriegeschütze L/27 (7.7-cm IG L/27), 
(Infantry Gun), (Serial Nr. 9383), no da-
ta.  This gun stands beside the town cen-
otaph, opposite the Royal Hotel.  

The 7.7cm IG (Infanteriegeschutz) L/27 
was Krupp's third attempt at building an 
infantry support gun which could closely 
follow the infantry in attack and provide 
close support and anti-tank fire in de-
fence.  The gun was extensively modi-
fied compared to the standard field 

gun.  From observation some of the changes are: 1. the 
wheel diameter was reduced to about 1m.  2. the 
wheel track was reduced by about 30cm.  3. the axle 
was moved back about 30cm.  4. no axle tree seats 
were fitted.  5. the gun shield was designed so it could 
be removed easily and was narrower.  6. the cover 
over the recuperator spring adjuster was enlarged and 
hinged (the barrel could be removed by unlocking the 
spur under the barrel from the recoil assembly).  7. the 
gunner's and loader's seat brackets were a different de-
sign so they could be quickly removed.  8. there are 
brackets at the end of trail which originally held a 
counterweight required because the gun unbalanced 
because the axle had been moved back.  9. the spade is 
a different profile (TBC).  Charlie Clelland. 
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