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Jean-Baptiste Vacquette de Gribeauval [1715-77??] gained some experience in the Seven
years war, as well on the Prussian as on the Austrian side, as to the use of lighter artillery ma-
terial. In view of the poor state of the French artillery after the war and with the help of the
Duke of Choiseul, secretary of War, de Gribeauval started to re- =+ _ ' et | ;_
form the French artillery. Until then, the French artillery used the
Valliere gun system which, if sturdy, lacked of mobility especially
when considering the field artillery. The Valliere gun system,
ranging from 4 to 24 pdrs, saw an extensive use in a more static
type of war in which siege craft was of a major importance. In
consequence, the ratio between firepower and mobility was ac-
cented in favor of the first item and, in consequence, featured
heavy artillery pieces. In 1765, the reform was introduced consid-
ering two type of artillery domains: the siege and the field |
artillery. For the later, shorter guns and lighter but more enduring
carriages were developed introducing the 12-, 8- and 4-pounder !
guns as well as a 6 inches howitzer. The siege artillery was much less innovative since it prin-
cipally used the original Valliere 16-pounder and also the 24-pounder. The 12- and 8-pounder
“long barreled” guns were also used in the siege artillery with
the original dimensions as defined in 1732. It was necessary
as these guns used in siege and fortifications had to fire with-
out damaging the parapet. 8- and 12-inch mortars were
maintained in service to be later replaced by a 10-inch mortar.
The most important part of the system was the introduction of
industrial fabrication processes witch ensured the standardiza-
tion and interchangeability of most of the artillery parts. De
Gribeauval instructed that the wheels of all the carriages, both
for guns and limbers, should be constructed to a single pattern.
Maintenance and especially field maintenance were
much easier. Taking the example of the 12-pounder
field gun, it was much lighter than the old cannon it
replaced and could be drawn by a team of only six
horses instead of ten. With its large wheels and iron
axletree, this gun had until now unsurpassed cross-
country performances.

Introducing a new artillery system encountered a
severe opposition and the complete reform was set
back until 1774. The Gribeauval gun system consti-
tuted the backbone of the Napoleonic artillery
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system. In view of a much more capable and mobile artillery system, Napoleon was able to
perfect the use of the field artillery and developed new tactics. The siege artillery saw a much
reduced use since it lacked the strategic mobility that the contemporary conflicts required.

The main type of projectile used by the 24 pdr was the cannonball also known as roundshot.
This solid iron ball depended for its effects on the velocity with which it struck its intended
target. Therefore a longer barrel combined with a heavier shot, as was the case with the 24
pdr, produced a greater the muzzle velocity.
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The gunner’s art.

He crews were extensively drilled in the still complicated task of laying and firing their artil-
lery pieces. First the loader placed a bagged charge of gunpowder in the bore and then the
spongeman rammed it at home. Meanwhile, the ventsman had placed over the opening of the
vent to prevent air being sucked into the chamber during the ramming actions witch could
ignite any smoldering powder. This action was not necessary on the first loading but very
== important as firing continued. The loader
‘ then rammed the ball down very tightly.
When the gun was loaded, the ventsman
primed the vent with fine loose powder
(“pulvérin”). After the piece had been laid
to target, the firer ignited his port-fire
from a continuously burning slow match
or linstock. On command, the firer applied
his port-fire to the vent and the discharge
sent the artillery piece recoiling back on
its wheels. It required several crewmem-
bers to put the gun back in its firing
position. Almost at once, the spongeman thrust its wet sponge down the bore to extinguish
and smoldering remains of powder.

All fire was done by direct line of sight merely by aligning on the target by looking along the
barrel. Correct ranging, also achieved in the Gribeauval system by using an elevating screw,
heavily relied on the eye and experience of the gunners.
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Gun dimensions

Some of the most accurate table of dimensions pertaining to 24 pdr Gribeauval siege guns
during the Napoleonic wars can be found in Gassendi’s artillery manuals.
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The rwo types of siege guns. 16 pdr (top) - 24 pdr (bottom) (De Scheel)
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Gun performance.

The 24 pdr siege gun, as normally fired at a flat trajectory, had a range between 560 to 682.
To be accurate, direct line of sight was favored but to obtain greater ranges, the piece had to
be elevated achieving a maximum rage of 4400 meters.

The official gunnery table, in French “Table de tir” , can be found bellow( see “Canon de
siege de 24). The gun performances can be seen in comparison with the other guns in use at
the same time.
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Against earthen works. ..
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Against oak. ..
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In water...
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