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The research of 50 years has resulted in the creation of a multitude of notes on many varied subjects.  

These were used for later reference providing the basis for my rules and mechanisms.  A couple of years 

ago I decided it was high time for me to consolidate all this research, still mostly on paper, and put it in 

an electronic archive.  Whether anyone ever gets to read it or not I will have gained more instant access 

and gained valuable storage space.   

 

Over the decades since the late 1960’s I have been Solo Wargaming the American Civil War.  In that 

time my researches have covered quite a spectrum of subjects and so here are my accumulated thoughts 

on tactics.    

 

When I started wargaming the tactics that we used were more or less dictated by the rules that we had.  

There was really not that much in the way of research done since it was considered too difficult and time 

consuming and learning the rules was more important.   Once I made the decision to go Solo, I 

discovered the books of Donald Featherstone, Brigadier Young, Stuart Asquith, and a number of others 

and of course bibliographies.  That’s when I discovered just how useful the college library was at 

obtaining obscure books and I found that I actually enjoyed doing the research. 

 

These notes have been ‘re-discovered’ in the many folders stored in boxes and this is my attempt at a 

consolidation.  These notes represent my research and consequent views on the tactics of the American 

Civil War.  It may or may not concur with anyone else's view but as always being a solo wargamer it's 

my choice. 

 

The overall objective of the following was to give me a perspective of the tactics used in the ACW.  My 

research has always been done by asking a series of questions and then logging my efforts to answer 

them.  This often leads on to yet more questions often going off at all sorts of tangents but that is just the 

way my weird mind works. 

 

What manuals were available /used at West Point? 

 

The West Point Military Academy was originally structured like the French army schools with a 

resultant strong emphasis being placed on engineering, so it is not surprising that it 

was orientated towards the French viewpoint with regard to drill and tactics. 

 

Dennis Hart Mahan was professor of military science at West Point, in addition to 

engineering methodology, he wrote extensively on fixed fortifications, field 

fortifications, strategy and tactics.  His books on military thought were widely 

influential with his students.  In 1826, he was sent to study advanced engineering 

techniques and military institutions in Europe.  He founded the Napoleon Seminar 

at West Point, where advanced under-graduates and senior officers studied and 

discussed the great European wars of Napoleon and Frederick the Great.   



 

 

 

Henry Wager Halleck became a favourite of military theorist Dennis Hart Mahan whilst he was a cadet 

at West Point where he graduated in 1839 3/31.  He was sent on a trip to Europe in 1844 to study 

European fortifications and the French military.  Upon his return he wrote 'Elements of Military Art and 

Science' in 1846.  In addition, he also translated Henri Jomini's 'Vie politique et militaire de Napoleon'.   

 

Infantry soldiers were drilled in tactics primarily based upon the manual "Rifle and Light Infantry 

Tactics: for the Instruction, Exercise and Manoeuvre of Riflemen and Light Infantry" written by a West 

Point professor William J. Hardee, published in 1855. 

 

Further treatises were published immediately preceding and during the war itself a sample being: 

 

"Infantry Tactics, or Rules for Manoeuvres of the United States Infantry" by Winfield Scott published in 

1861 and was heavily based upon his Mexican-American War tactics.   

US Major-general George Brinton McClellan's " McClellan's Bayonet Drill" published in 1862. 

US Brigadier-general Silas Casey's "System of Infantry Tactics", "Infantry Tactics volumes I and II" 

published by the army on August 11, 1862, and “Infantry Tactics for Coloured Troops”, published on 

March 9, 1863.  

Supporting information from OR [Official Records of the American Civil War] indicates that Brigadier-

general Silas Casey's manual on tactics was to be used with effect 11th August 1862, with a slight 

modification from the Secretary of War included.    

 

CORRESPONDENCE, ORDERS, REPORTS, AND RETURNS OF THE UNION AUTHORITIES FROM 

APRIL 1 TO DECEMBER 31, 1862. (*) --#14 

WAR DEPARTMENT, 

Washington, August 11, 1862. 

The system of infantry tactics prepared by Brig. Gen. Silas Casey, U.S. Army, having been approved by 

the President, is adopted for the instruction of the infantry of the armies of the United States, whether 

regular, volunteer, or militia, with the following modifications, viz: 

First. That portion which requires that two companies shall be permanently detached from the battalion 

as skirmishers will be suspended. 

Second. In title first, article first, the following will be substituted for paragraph six, viz: 

A regiment is composed of ten companies, which will be habitually posted from right to left in the 

following order: First, sixth, fourth, ninth, third, eighth, fifth, tenth, seventh, second, according to the 

rank of captains. 

 EDWIN M. STANTON,  

Secretary of War. 

 

That does not of course indicate that it was immediately implemented.  I read quite a number of books 

by American historians together with a number of biographies of both Union and Confederate Generals.  

Eventually I came up with this as a summary.  There were clear indications that generals, particularly in 

the early part of the war, preferred to use what they titled 'Napoleonic tactics'.  But then it occurred to 

me that I didn't really know what they meant by 'Napoleonic tactics' or even which Napoleon they were 

referring to so was it Bonaparte or Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte [Napoleon III] or a combination of both?  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dennis_Hart_Mahan


So, I switched to reading accounts of early battles in 1861 and 1862 and at the end of this logged the 

following broad summary:   

 

• They marched their men out in tight double battle lines by brigade [2,500-3,000 infantrymen].   

• This presented a mass target for defenders with artillery. 

• Several musket volleys could be fired before those troops would be close enough to charge the 

enemy with the bayonet.  

• Once troops halted to fire, the charge was rare and more usually resulted in a firefight. 

• These tactics seemed to me to be a significant contributory factor to high casualty lists.   

 

Were these really the tactics of Napoleon Bonaparte? 

 

I first of all needed to discover just how the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte fought and what tactics were 

used.  To gain an understanding of these tactics required knowledge of how they evolved.  Eventually I 

went all the way back into the horse and musket period to the 17th century looking for some answers.  I 

chose initially to concentrate my efforts upon the infantry arm. 

 

17th Century Infantry 

 

In the early 17th century, an infantry battalion was an unwieldy combination of musketeers and pike-

men with the pike-men protecting the musketeers from enemy cavalry and of course enemy pike-men. 

   

The arrival of the plug bayonet in mid-17th century meant the musketeers could now protect themselves 

which effectively made the pike-men redundant by the end of it.  The plug bayonet had the disadvantage 

in that it prevented a musket firing by effectively turning it into a shortened pike.  The introduction of 

the socket bayonet permitted the musket to still be used as a firearm with minimal impediment.  The 

bayonet therefore provided both a defensive and offensive capability. 

 

Thus, began a process which would revolutionize battlefield tactics.  Musketeer battalions began 

developing more linear formations reducing their ranks first into six, then four, then three, and finally in 

some instances down to just two.  This of course extended the line but in exchange gave greater 

firepower.  It also imposed difficulties and delays caused in the main when deploying an army from 

march column into line of battle. 

 

18th Century 

 

At the time of John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, and the period of the War of the Spanish 

Succession (1701 - 1714) it could take most of the day to prepare an army for battle.  It proved almost 

impossible to spring a surprise on an enemy on their approach march.  When battle began, the whole of 

the infantry would typically attack together simultaneously in two lines with the logical place for cavalry 

being on the flanks.  In battle, the cavalry would defeat the opposing enemy horsemen then attack the 

rear of the enemy infantry just like it had been done way back in the 1600's.  With the use of thinner 

infantry battle lines consisting of two or three ranks a quicker system was quite evidently needed to 

deploy said infantry from marching column into line of battle.  This meant that the infantry needed to be 

drilled to affect these movements quickly and effectively. 



 

Frederick the Great had developed a system by the time of the Seven Years War 

(1756 –1763). The manoeuvring and deploying of his Prussians speedily onto 

his enemy's flank gave him the capability of delivering devastating attacks often 

with smaller forces.  An important factor in this was that the Prussian Army was 

a well drilled and highly disciplined force.  The battle I chose to research in 

some detail was the Battle of Rossbach on 5th November 1757.  

 

On 5th November, Frederick's 22,000-man army with 79 guns was in camp near 

Rossbach, with Charles, Prince de Soubise's Allied army of 42,000-men with 45 

guns nearby to the west. Though he possessed nearly a 2-to-1 advantage in manpower, Soubise was 

reluctant to give battle.  With urging from the Duke of Hildburghausen to take action they devised a plan 

calling for the army to march south around the Prussian flank to a position between Reichardtswerben 

and Pettstädt which would cut Frederick off from access to the resources brought by the river Saale.   

While it was sound in concept, the plan did not take into account the terrain which provided the 

Prussians with visibility of most of their movements.  Frederick watched the Allied columns begin their 

march that morning from the top of a house in Rossbach.  Initially, he believed the Allies were retreating 

south towards his bases, but this changed when it was observed that the Allies had turned east.  

Frederick, seeing an opportunity, ordered his men to break camp and prepare to attack.  Soubise saw this 

movement and assumed Frederick was falling back to the east to avoid being flanked.  The Allied march 

had begun well.  However, after wheeling east, several of the columns became intermixed leading to 

some confusion in the ranks.  Soubise himself added to this confusion by calling up his cavalry with the 

objective of getting them to Reichardtswerben before the Prussians could arrive. 

 

 



 

Determined to surprise the Allies, Frederick's army moved swiftly using the Janus Hill and the Pölzen 

Hill to screen its movement.  It was Frederick's intention to attack the Allies from the east, which would 

either take them in the flank or crush the heads of their columns as they marched.  To this end, General 

Friedrich Wilhelm von Seidlitz and his cavalry raced off to the east. The action began when Colonel von 

Moller opened fire with eighteen guns from the top of Janus Hill.  As the artillery hit the Allies, the 

Prussian infantry came up in support. Near Reichardtswerben, Soubise's cavalry suddenly found itself 

isolated from the main army as von Seydlitz's men came riding down upon them. Driving the Allies 

south, the Prussian cavalry drove them from the field before rallying to re-join the main battle.  Near the 

Janus Hill, the Prussian infantry was descending the slope and attacking the confused mass that was the 

Allied army.  While Soubise's men vainly attempted to form a line of battle, several of his French 

regiments launched attacks against the Prussian lines.  These assaults were easily defeated.  As the 

situation worsened for the Allies, von Seydlitz's cavalry returned to the field and charged into their right 

flank. This attack shattered the Allied lines, and they fled the field.   

 

Frederick had fought this battle using manoeuvre with well trained, well-disciplined Artillery, infantry 

and cavalry mutually supporting each other.  Operating in this way the actual battle took less than 90 

minutes and achieved a stunning Prussian victory! 

 

So, what was the French response after the Seven Years War? 

 

Well there was plenty of room to improve upon the tactics and weaponry they had used.  The defeated 

and humiliated French army investigated and then instigated a series of reforms.  To simplify the 

process, I looked at each combat arm of the French army separately. 

 

ARTILLERY 

 

The Austrians had already made great strides courtesy of Fürst Joseph Wenzel von Liechtenstein 

commencing in 1744.   By reducing the weight of their guns by almost half and then developing a new 

artillery system they produced guns with much greater mobility.  Frederick had complained during the 

Seven Years' War that the new Austrian artillery was killing off his highly trained infantry, who were 

renowned for their discipline and quick rate of fire.  He had little choice other than to enter into an 

artillery arms race or have his highly trained infantry slaughtered.  Masses of the new mobile guns could 

be brought to bear against the enemy, blowing holes in their line and demoralizing their men.  The 

French adopted these concepts and introduced the Gribeauval system through Royal order on 15 October 

1765.  So, these new lighter field guns gave the potential to revolutionise their tactics. 

 

INFANTRY 

 

Frederick The Great complained that Austrian light infantrymen who were sent ahead of their main line 

were picking off his officers and men while taking cover behind trees and terrain features.  Other armies 

also developed highly trained and motivated specialist units of light infantry or rifles.  Although some 

writers on the French Revolutionary Wars and Napoleonic times considered these units as nothing more 

than ill-trained levies good only for swarming around in front of the enemy line, I don’t believe this 

really was the case.  Light infantry of this era were highly motivated, well trained, well-armed and good 



shots.  Their slow, skilled, well-aimed fire, when combined with effective artillery had the capability to 

disrupt the enemy and reduce the morale of units prior to the launch of a main infantry attack. 

 

As early as the mid-1700s, the French were keeping their second line in column formation to allow for a 

flexible response to problems or opportunities on the first line.  At the Battle of Brandywine in 1777 

even the British army, often considered conservative, advanced on the rebels in manoeuvre columns 

then deployed into line.  By Napoleonic times, French infantry was preceded by skirmishers and 

advanced toward the enemy in battalion-sized columns for greater flexibility of manoeuvre.   It 

permitted them to adjust to enemy deployments, seize opportunities, even attempt to flank the enemy 

line.  Before contact with the enemy these columns would deploy into line to maximise fire power for 

the firefight.  A bayonet charge in column formation would commence only when firepower superiority 

had been gained and the enemy troops appeared to be on the verge of breaking.  The infantry columns 

allowed much closer cooperation with the artillery, which was better able to mass against a portion of 

the enemy line and even move forward with the infantry.  It also allowed much closer co-operation with 

the cavalry and unlike the 18th century, the cavalry could advance right along with the infantry.  

 

CAVALRY 

 

While 18th century cavalry was placed almost exclusively on the flanks, the new infantry columns 

allowed the cavalry to advance in columns directly in support of the infantry or even change places with 

them to lead an attack.  To protect themselves against cavalry the enemy infantry would form square.  

By doing this they lost much of their firepower and more importantly manoeuvrability.   

If artillery was quickly available, the enemy squares could be destroyed in short order.  Even without the 

artillery, massive holes were formed in the enemy line creating the opportunity for a decisive victory. 

 

Napoleon would typically threaten the enemy's flank, forcing them to commit their reserve whilst 

keeping a large reserve available for himself since it enabled him to exploit success or if needs be stave 

off defeat.  When the enemy reserve was committed, Napoleon would send his own reserve into the 

weak point of the enemy line and secure a decisive victory.  The key to Napoleon's system was really 

co-operation between all three combat arms and utilisation of the reserve at the decisive point.  His corps 

were organised to contain all three combat arms which permitted rapid movement and offered 

flexibility.  

 

Use of these tactics in the Peninsular War didn't operate anywhere near as well as they had elsewhere in 

Europe.  The rough terrain of Spain and Portugal added a level of complication to the system of co-

operation and mutual support making it fraught with problems.  There was difficulty massing artillery 

batteries and the cavalry encountered significant problems attempting to support the infantry.  The Duke 

of Wellington didn't help much either since on occasion he used up to one third of his men as 

skirmishers with the result that the French skirmishers were unable to gain superiority.  Wellington’s 

employment of the tactic of hiding his own infantry behind the reverse slope caused the French 

manoeuvre columns to effectively just blunder into the British line.  Whilst in a state of shock and 

surprise, struggling to deploy into line and so being disorganized, the French received close range 

volleys from their British opponents followed, of course, by a bayonet charge.  This British system 

worked consistently in Spain and Portugal but not so well at Waterloo, where the terrain was much more 

open favouring Napoleon's methods.  So, you could say that the difference in terrain type explains much 

of the British success against the Napoleonic tactics in Spain.   



That being so then the preponderance of rugged wilderness type terrain in North America possibly 

explains why combined arms tactics were so rare during the American Civil War.  So, I think I can quite 

clearly state at this point that the tactics used in the ACW could not, strictly speaking, be termed 

Napoleonic though possibly they did retain some characteristics. 

 

What impact did terrain have on ACW tactics? 

 

As we all know every battlefield is unique, but it is possible to make some general observations about 

the terrain in the American Civil War and its possible effect on tactics.  Time to research some more 

battles. 

 

In the eastern theatre of operations, the terrain was more akin to that found in Napoleonic times in 

Europe.  For the most part they were fought in areas where there were some open spaces, farmland, 

ridgelines, undulating ground and some woodland.  That is not to say that some of the battles did not 

take place in malarial swamps [think Peninsular Campaign], dense woods with tangled undergrowth 

[think Wilderness], on rock and boulder strewn wooded escarpments [think Gettysburg - Devils Den] or 

even a combination of all of these because they surely did.  As a generalisation, however, one could 

reasonably argue, I believe, that there were usually some open areas around.  It is worth noting at this 

point that some of the fiercest actions in these battles took place in woods, not the nice open fields that 

were adjacent but then apparently nobody saw any tactical advantage in using them.  This then 

developed a tendency towards experimentation in tactics to gain advantage.  Some of these worked and 

some didn’t but even when they worked their transmission throughout the army was quite minimal.  

Tactics did change slowly, but it was experience that was the teacher.   

 

Out in the western theatre it was a very different story.  Here the problems were magnified fuelled by the 

fact that for the most part you had to negotiate vast tracts of forest, mountainous country, tracts of low-

lying malarial swamps with few, if any roads.  So, this meant that the transportation of troops and 

supplies was really restricted to navigable rivers, railroads and the few major turnpikes that existed.  

You have now limited your freedom to manoeuvre, restricted it to ribbons of terrain associated with 

these features.  You are governed by the stricture of keeping your supply lines open and secure.   

 

In general terms then, there will be a tendency for likely battlegrounds to be channelled into these areas 

which are not really ideal battlegrounds.  Think of Shiloh (April 6th and 7th, 1862) fought in an area 

surrounding Pittsburg Landing at the side of the Tennessee River.  Sure, it had cultivated open spaces 

and orchards but these were interspersed with dense woodland, deep sided watercourses, etc. and, not to 

be forgotten, it was surrounded by a wilderness through which tracked the road to Corinth [the route the 

Confederate forces used to get there].   Or then again consider Stones River (31st December 1862 to 2nd 

January 1863) or to give it its other name − Murfreesboro.  This was fought on an east west axis astride 

a river, turnpike and railroad all running on a north south axis.  So, your army is split of necessity further 

complicated by terrain that was a very mixed hotchpotch just adding to the problems.  It should come as 

no surprise therefore that some of the fire fights here took place at distances of 22 yards in woodland.  

You can forget any idea of neat straight battle lines; there really is no chance.  What it did was cause 

transition from thin to thick lines of skirmishers.  Up to whole regiments were used as a result of these 

encounters in this type of terrain.  If nothing else, you had more warning and the soldiers themselves had 

more readily available supports.   

 



The volunteer soldier / conscript also had an impact on tactics which should not be underestimated.  As 

they gained experience when their regiments came under enemy close-range fire, they followed their 

natural instincts.  It does not matter that the incoming fire has a statistical probability of hitting one or 

two men in a regiment within any given minute because it just might be you.  If the enemy’s position 

presents a sufficiently imposing aspect, you can’t see him clearly.  Or even at all, then this ratchets up 

the apprehension level significantly.  The natural response is to find ‘a safer spot’ and start firing back, 

go to ground, all thought of pressing the assault diminishes.  It may not be a battle winning tactic but it 

sure cuts down the casualty lists. 

 

I think it is reasonably clear that the modification of tactics was, in many instances, born out of a case of 

pure necessity.  Whatever manuals may have been available, whatever teaching had been received, 

seems to have been modified by those great teacher’s necessity and experience. 

 

What impact did the rifled musket have on tactics? 

 

First, I examined the capability of the smoothbore musket and the tactics of Napoleonic period. 

 

The smoothbore musket has good accuracy at about 50 yards and when aimed could be relied upon to 

place most shots in an 18” circle.  At 100 yards the circle needed to be 3 to 4 feet.  Over 100 yards 

accuracy fell off badly and you have a minimal probability of hitting the target [See Arms and 

Equipment of the Civil War by Jack Coggins].  It really does become haphazard so hitting a target is as 

much a matter of luck as it is of skill so what you need is some tactics.  By the time of the Napoleonic 

Wars, infantry tactics with smoothbore muskets had evolved to massed fire from close rank lines of 

infantrymen.  The men stood shoulder to shoulder and fired in volleys at another tightly packed 

formation who were also firing in volleys.  Usually the units made provision for firing from multiple 

ranks.  For example, the first rank would kneel, and the second rank would stand enabling them to fire 

over their heads of the first rank while they reloaded.  Whatever method was used, the object was to 

send twice the lead flying in the direction of the enemy when compared with a single rank.  It also had 

the effect of lessening the time between volleys.  These lines would usually stand in the open field, 50-

100 yards apart with each unit firing volleys at the other.  The objective being that one unit would retreat 

due to casualties or a unit commander would order a retreat.  Usually one or both sides had artillery in 

support to help weaken the enemy resolve.  The reloading process of the flintlock musket made it 

extremely difficult to reload on the move so once in place the formation usually did not move unless an 

adjacent formation could provide fire support whilst this happened. 

 

By rifling the barrel of a musket, using a hollow-based conical bullet [Minié] that expands when the 

bullet is fired, you will add spin and greatly increase accuracy.  A drawback to rifling is to lower the exit 

velocity of the bullet from the barrel which means that sighting to range needs to be much more 

accurate.  The reduction of velocity causes the bullet to travel in a parabolic curve [See Arms and 

Equipment of the Civil War by Jack Coggins].  The various rifled muskets used in the American Civil 

War had reasonable accuracy between 300-500 yards.  This accuracy and better could be attained by a 

well-trained rifleman provided he could judge range accurately and sight the rifle accordingly.  The 

sighting systems available meant that hitting a target at more than 200-250 yards involved a high degree 

of skill.  This was not likely to be found in the average volunteer soldier under combat 

conditions.   Troops being shot at are naturally fearful, to the extent that they often just going through 

the motions of what they were trained to do.   



The purpose of drill in the first place is to allow soldiers to act correctly without thinking in those 

situations where there is not time to think.  There are accounts in Battles and Leaders of men forgetting 

to pull the trigger, not putting a percussion cap on the nipple or just ramming multiple unfired rounds 

into the barrel, but this will happen in the confusion and noise of battle.  In addition, the smoke from 

black powder is thick and blocks the frontal view of the soldier immediately after firing the weapon.  If 

there was no wind blowing just a few volleys and the smoke would be dense enough to obscure the view 

so that neither side would be able to aim at the other.  Add additional smoke from other units, and even 

more smoke from the artillery and in a short period of time the entire battlefield would be wreathed in a 

dense cloud of thick white smoke. 

 

In the ACW, the formations were usually much longer lines but 

still usually two ranks.  Again, though much easier to reload, the 

rifled musket was difficult to load while walking or running, so a 

unit would usually load before moving off, hold their fire until in 

position, then fire a volley, then charge.  Quite often the men 

would fire when they thought right, then stop to reload before 

firing another round.  The line in this situation would fall apart 

fairly quickly.  Even assuming none fired before, the order to 

“fire” it was usually not given until the unit was well within 

range of the enemy to fire with maximum effect.  Examination of 

the Official Records regarding the ranges at which fire fights 

took place indicates quite plainly that opposing lines still closed 

to close range, often at less than 100 yards.  They squared up to each other and fired until one or other 

broke, or ammunition was exhausted.  Most certainly the closer you were the more casualties you could 

expect to receive and inflict, but then that has always been true.  So, you could say the doctrine of the 

Napoleonic era was still in evidence here.  When you add the constraints that terrain can impose you 

find examples of fire fights taking place at a range of less than 30 yards.  This is simply because in 

tangled undergrowth you had to get that close simply to see the enemy let alone shoot at him.  Perfect 

linear alignment in this instance is just a faraway dream.  To align a regiment, you have to be able to be 

seen and heard, but trees and undergrowth here act as a significant impediment to communication. 

 

What impact did the rifled musket have on casualties? 

 

Given the increased range, the greater accuracy and firing rate of the percussion lock rifled musket it 

could reasonably be assumed that the number of men struck by bullets would be much greater in the 

ACW than in earlier wars. 

 

What is required is to find out what the average percentage of casualties were when the smoothbore 

musket was the dominant weapon.  The following table of battles in the French Revolutionary and 

French Napoleonic era is my attempt to find a representative number. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BATTLE RED FORCE CAS % BLUE FORCE CAS % 
Battle of Leipzig France 195000 38000 19.4872 Allies+ 430000 54000 12.5581 

Battle of the Nivelle France 60000 4351 7.2517 Allies+ 80000 2350 2.9375 

Battle of Corunna Britain 16000 900 5.6250 France 16000 1500 9.3750 

Battle of Raszyn Austria 29000 2300 7.9310 Poland+ 15000 1350 9.0000 

Battle of Wagram Austria 136000 23750 17.4632 France+ 162000 27500 16.9753 

Battle of Austerlitz France 75000 8200 10.9333 Allies+ 85000 15000 17.6471 

Battle of Salamanca Allies+ 52000 5170 9.9423 France 50000 6000 12.0000 

Battle of Wavre France+ 33000 2500 7.5758 Prussia 17000 2500 14.7059 

Battle of Marengo France+ 28000 4700 16.7857 Hapsburg 30000 6500 21.6667 

Battle of Ulm France+ 150000 6000 4.0000 Austria 72000 12000 16.6667 

  774000 95871 12.3864  957000 128700 13.4483 

Overall Casualty 

percentage     12.973484    

 

Note – ‘+’ denotes victor 

 

Well, that gives a reasonable percentage of casualties against engaged.  Of course, it does not detail 

casualties caused by weapons type, but you can’t have everything!  So, it’s 12.97% to beat. 

 

Now what is needed is to find out what the average percentage of casualties was when the rifled musket 

was the dominant weapon.  Now the basic assumption is that this weapon was significantly more lethal 

so, if that is valid, we should see a dramatic increase in the casualty percentage.  The following table of 

15 American Civil War battles is an attempt to find that number.  Ten are taken from the eastern theatre 

and the remaining five from the western spread over the duration of the war. 

 
BATTLE BLUE FORCE CAS % GREY FORCE CAS % 

First Manassas Union 18000 4584 25.46666667 CSA+ 18000 1969 10.938889 

Peninsular Campaign Union 107100 9800 9.150326797 CSA+ 92000 19252 20.926087 

Second Manassas Union 62000 10000 16.12903226 CSA+ 50000 8300 16.6 

South Mountain Union+ 28000 2250 8.035714286 CSA 18000 1885 10.472222 

Antietam Union+ 75500 11648 15.42781457 CSA 38000 9298 24.468421 

Fredericksburg Union 114000 10884 9.547368421 CSA+ 72500 4724 6.5158621 

Chancellorsville Union 133868 11278 8.424716885 CSA+ 60892 11285 18.532812 

Gettysburg Union+ 90000 17675 19.63888889 CSA 75000 17750 23.666667 

Wilderness Union 101895 14283 14.01737082 CSA 61025 9423 15.441213 

Cedar Creek Union+ 31945 5665 17.73360463 CSA 21000 2910 13.857143 

Shiloh Union+ 48894 10162 20.78373625 CSA 44699 9740 21.790197 

Corinth Union+ 23000 2496 10.85217391 CSA 22000 2470 11.227273 

Stones River Union+ 41400 9220 22.2705314 CSA 35000 9239 26.397143 

Chickamauga Union 60000 11413 19.02166667 CSA+ 65000 16986 26.132308 

Franklin Union+ 27000 1222 4.525925926 CSA 27000 5550 20.555556 

  962602 132580 13.77308587  700116 130781 18.679904 

Overall Casualty 

Percentage 
 1662718 263361 15.8391862     

         

Eastern Theatre 762308 98067 12.864485   506417 86796 17.139235 

Western Theatre 200294 34513 17.23117   193699 43985 22.707913 



 

Note – ‘+’ denotes victor 

 

Well, that gives a percentage of casualties against engaged.  Still does not detail casualties caused by 

weapons type but it is only 15.83% thus indicating the rifled musket only made a 3% increase in 

casualties over the smoothbore musket.   

 

The Western theatre shows a 5% higher casualty percentage than the eastern for both combatants which 

could be indicative of the influence of terrain yet again.   

 

Comparison of the union casualty percentage against the CSA coincidentally shows that the CSA on 

average incurred a 5% higher casualty rate though what that actually indicates still escapes me.  

 

It is my own view that the probable reasons were: 

 

• Troops were inadequately trained in the use of the weapon 

• Troops did not aim their weapons, negating the advantages of the rifled musket reducing the hit 

rate 

• Troops had to cope with difficult terrain 

• Troops did not close to short enough range to maximise casualties which reduced the hit rate 

• Troops utilised cover and temporary fortifications progressively more over the war’s duration 

 

How good was Command and Control?  

 

Civil War generals are often criticized for creating inadequate staffs, and my research indicates that this 

criticism may in fact be justified.  When you consider that Napoleon Bonaparte had more staff officers 

per division in his army than Robert E. Lee had in his entire army at Gettysburg it becomes evident that 

command and control is likely to be problematic to say the least.  As an example, it is my opinion that 

the inability to coordinate the assault effectively, on 2nd July, led Lee to launch the attack en echelon.  It 

is my contention that it was largely because he didn’t possess sufficient staff to ensure all of the 

divisions attacked simultaneously.   

 

If you examine George Brinton McClellan's attacks at Antietam, you have another example of poor co-

ordination.  The Union army was committed piecemeal, one corps at a time, instead of simultaneously or 

even en echelon.  The predictable results were that each one of the corps was defeated in turn.  Even in 

spite of this ineffective Union command, Lee's army was nearing the breaking point, and all McClellan 

needed to do at this point was commit his reserve, 5th Corps [40 regiments and 8 batteries], and the 

Confederate army would surely have been decisively beaten, but it never happened. 

 

The tactics being used here have little similarity with those of the Napoleonic Wars.  The use of 

combined arms with mutual support is a distinct rarity.  Use of reserves were uncommon and even when 

they existed the army commanders seemed to fail to use them effectively, if at all.  It appears that once 

battle was joined, they had really few options and certainly possessed little, if any, real control.   

 

 

 



SO, WHAT HAVE I LEARNT? 

  

The American Civil War cannot be classified as the first modern war certainly not in regard to the tactics 

used.  It was not fought using either the tactics of Frederick the Great or Napoleon Bonaparte.  It was 

fought using tactics which stemmed from them in part but changed with the advent of the modified 

tactics introduced by Napoleon III which, incidentally, were discarded to an extent by the French Army 

during the 1850’s.  During the war itself the tactics altered more out of necessity than innovation and 

were localised to the time and the place.  The main reasons for this, though not all by any means, were 

related to troop and officer training, type of terrain, command and control, and in all probability 

weapons technology.   

 

Whether singly or in combination, the foregoing reasons essentially decided the tactics which prevailed 

in the American Civil War.  Manoeuvre with combined arms co-operation as used by Frederick the 

Great and refined by Napoleon Bonaparte may have been possible but the training and discipline of the 

troops together with terrain made any possibility of decisive combat success using them very doubtful.  

 

The introduction of mass-produced rifled muskets did not revolutionise the battlefield tactics.  The rifled 

musket required more extensive training to utilise its range and accuracy since the rifling had the effect 

of reducing the bullet velocity leading to a curved trajectory.  That training on how to set the sights to an 

accurately assessed range was sadly lacking.  This meant that the rifled musket could really only be 

marginally better than its smoothbore predecessor.  Tactics certainly did change during the war, but it 

was not a revolutionary process it was much more borne out of necessity.   

 

Advances in artillery technology had an effect but to what degree is uncertain.  The lethality of canister 

should not be doubted but it was the 12lb Napoleon smoothbore not the rifled gun which was most 

effective in its use.  So, the changes in artillery cannot be offered as an explanation.  Command, control, 

and communications problems caused in part by insufficient and ineffective staffs probably proved to be 

a significant contributor to the failure to achieve decisive victories.  The difficult terrain coupled with 

the size of forces also had an impact which made decisive battles much more difficult to achieve.   

 

There are numerous examples of battles that could have been decisive, but which failed to take that final 

step that could have annihilated the enemy.  At Antietam the Union command failed to utilize its 

superior force in a co-ordinated assault.  It had a significant reserve it did not commit when a winning 

opportunity presented itself.  The same could be said of Gettysburg where having survived the onslaught 

of the first day and the day two fiasco of 3rd Corps, there was opportunity on day three to utilise an un-

committed 6th Corps along with un-committed artillery reserve to counterattack and destroy the 

remnants of the Confederate army after Pickett’s fateful charge.  These opportunities were always there 

throughout the war but not availed of by either side, so the result was not decisive.   

 

The failure to achieve decisive results has been attributed to the use of field fortifications.  That does of 

course depend upon what you consider the purpose of said fortifications to be. 

   

• Constructed to release forces for a flank attack they would be considered as a means to 

facilitate manoeuvre.   

• Constructed to provide additional protection for inferior numbers it could be considered as a 

force multiplier.  



• Constructed to reduce the risk of panic within your force then they could be construed as 

contributing towards indecisive combat. 

• Constructed to provide protection for troops they would contribute towards indecisive 

combat.   

 

As soon as one side entrenched this effectively forced their opponent to either commit to assault 

knowing it was likely to be both costly and risky or to follow suit and fortify themselves.  Once this 

occurred the chance of a battle of manoeuvre diminished with great rapidity and the most likely outcome 

was a battle of siege and attrition.   

 

In the campaign in the east in 1864 after repeated indecisive battles and manoeuvres the campaign 

effectively turned into a siege.  The battle lines were extended which stretched the forces thinner making 

command and control ever more difficult.  The commanders lost touch with their situation and their 

forces were effectively out of control.   

 

Since the previous battles and their associated evolved tactics had failed to produce decisive results 

maybe the use of entrenchments could be seen as inevitable.  The Petersburg Campaign was a siege with 

extensive entrenchment and works which fixed the Confederate forces and was quite possibly the 

predictable result of all that had gone before. 
 

Hopefully the above has provided you with some food for contemplation and an incentive to do research 

into the periods you research. 

 

Happy Soloing, 

Graham 
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