


Baron von Steuben at Valley Forge, 1777. Painting by Augustus G. Heaton

“The Von Stueben Drill”

(As listed on the Valley Forge National Battlefield Park Web Site)
When they faced hardened British veterans in the battles that preceded Valley Forge, the Americans were at a disadvantage because they did not have a standard drill manual.  When the new drill master, Baron von Steuben arrived in camp in February 1778 to train the army, he immediately recognized that Washington's men were committed to their cause, but needed more military order.  Accordingly, Steuben explained to the dedicated citizen soldiers why a training program was necessary instead of forcing the soldiers

to submit to the harsh discipline that ruled European armies of the day.

Von Steuben believed that success on the battlefield went hand in hand with a  professional attitude.  Before he began to teach the continental soldiers the new manual of arms, Steuben instilled in the boisterous men, the notion that a soldier's bearing echoed a respect for his trade and attention to the task at hand.  According to Steuben, a soldier under orders must remain silent and obedient: he "... must not Stir his hands, blow his nose, or much less talk." Within a few months, the dutiful army at Valley Forge was marching with newfound precision and crisply executing Steuben's manual of arms.

These new military skills served Washington's veterans well.  The Continental Army forced the British to retreat at the battle of Monmouth, New Jersey in June 1778, and fought with skill in the southern campaigns that led to the victory at Yorktown in 1781.  The "relish for the trade of soldiering" that Steuben inspired in the men also enabled the army, despite continuing hardships and spiraling citizen apathy, to stick single-mindedly to their task until they secured independence in 1783.

The Musket Drill*
The commands of the Steuben musket drill seem too slow and deliberate to modern ears to be of efficient use in a battle situation.  However, through proper execution of the training commands, the soldiers became a well-synchronized unit.  Speed came with practice.  In the stress of battle, officers gave shortened combat commands, and Washington's men could fire coordinated volleys of musket fire every fifteen seconds.

The Training Commands
1.   “Half-cock Firelock”
      Soldier pulls musket cock back one

notch and opens the steel (frizzen).

2.   “Handle Cartridge”         Soldier slaps cartridge box to settle the powder in the cartridges, tears open the cartridge with his teeth, and places the opened cartridge under his chin to protect it.

3.   “Prime”           Soldier places a small amount of powder in the pan.

4.   “Shut Pan”          Soldier shuts the steel to hold the powder in the pan and casts the musket about in order to place the cartridge in the barrel.

5.   “Charge with Cartridge”         Soldier dumps powder down the barrel and then

places the paper-wrapped musket balls into the barrel.

6.   “Draw Rammer”           Soldier draws the ramrod out.

7.   “Ram Down Cartridge”         Soldier rams paper-wrapped musket balls down

securely on top of the powder with the ramrod.

8.   “Return Rammer”          Soldier returns ramrod to its place beneath the

barrel.

9.   “Shoulder Firelock”         Soldier holds musket steady on the left shoulder.

10.  “Poise Firelock”           Soldier places musket in the ready position.

11.  “Full-cock Firelock”          Soldier pulls musket cock back to second notch.

12.  “Take Aim”             Soldier levels musket.

13.  “Fire”               Fires musket.

Combat Commands

1.   “Load”             Soldier loads musket using steps 1-9.  From the shouldered firelock position, the officers can order the soldiers to charge, retreat, or fire.

If the officers want the soldiers to fire, the commands are:

2.   “Make Ready”             Soldier goes through poise position and pulls musket cock back to second notch.

3.   “Take Aim”             Soldier levels musket.

4.   “Fire”              Fires musket.
The Bayonet  

Soldiers routinely marched with their bayonets fixed to the ends of their muskets if they were expecting to see any action. Army officers of the day designed an off set bayonet which enabled a soldier to fire his musket with the bayonet attached.  It was standard practice in the eighteenth century to use a menacing bayonet charge to force your enemy to retreat from the battlefield.  In the same way that musket volleys were most effective when well timed, bayonet charges were more successful when executed with precision.

Training at Valley Forge under von Steuben also increased the Continental Army's proficiency in bayonet tactics.

*The musket drill was designed for combat performance and should be respected

as a legacy of the continental soldiers.  This depiction of the drill is

intended for educational purposes only.  Historic and reproduction firearms

should be treated with the same respect due modern weapons.

Drill for the 7th Virginia

The 7th Virginia has adopted the Von Stueben drill for use during battle reenactments and drill demonstrations. As a member, you are required to become familiar with this drill, and demonstrate a proficiency in it to a unit officer before you will be allowed to take the field with a musket. It is strongly suggested that you obtain the publications listed below under “Required Reading” to assist you in learning this drill.

Required Reading

Baron Von Stueben’s Revolutionary War Drill Manual: A Facsimile Reprint of the 1794 Edition; Dover Books

Illustrated Drill Manual and Regulations for The American Soldier of the Revolutionary War; Pioneer Press

The “1764” Drill

The 7th Virginia has adopted the “Von Stueben” drill as its standard drill while in the field. However, as the event dictates, the unit may be required to perform the 1764 drill instead. This manual exercise was developed and approved by the King for use by all British infantry units in 1764. Likewise, it was adopted by many American militia companies, and was still in use in the early years of the revolution.

Members are encouraged to practice and be familiar with this drill in the event the unit is asked to use it.
Poise your Firelocks!
1. Seize the Firelock with your right Hand, and turn the Lock outwards, keeping the Firelock perpendicular.
2. Bring up the Firelock with a quick Motion from the Shoulder, and seize it with the left Hand just above the Lock, so that the little Finger may rest upon the Spring, and the Thumb lie upon the Stock: The Firelock must not be held too far from the Body, and the left Hand must be of an equal Height with the Eyes.
Cock your Firelocks!
1. Turn the Barrel opposite to your Face, and place your Thumb upon the Cock, raising the Elbow square at this motion.
2. Cock your Firelock, by drawing your Elbow down, placing your Thumb upon the Breech Pin, and the Fingers under the Guard.
Present!
1. Step back about six Inches to the Rear with the Right Foot, bring the left Toe to the Front; at the same time the Butt End of the Firelock must be brought to an equal Height with your Shoulder, placing the left Hand upon the Swell, and the Fore-Finger of the right Hand before the Tricker, sinking the Muzzle a little.
Fire!
1. Pull the Tricker briskly, and immediately after bringing up the right Foot, come to the Priming Position, with the Lock opposite to the right Breast, the Muzzle the Height of the Hat, keeping it firm and steady, and at the same Time seize the Cock with the Fore-Finger and Thumb of the right Hand, the Back of the Hand turn'd up.
Half Cock your Firelocks!
1. Half bend the Cock briskly with a draw back of the right Elbow, bringing it close to the Butt of the Firelock.
Handle your Cartridge!
1. Bring your right Hand with a short Round to your Pouch, slapping it hard; seize the Cartridge, and bring it with a quick motion to your Mouth, bite the Top well off and bring the Hand as low as the Chin, with the Elbow down.
Prime!
1. Shake the Powder into the Pan, Placing the three left Fingers behind the Hammer, with the Elbow up.
Shut your Pans!
1. Shut your Pan briskly, drawing your right Arm at this Motion towards your Body, holding the Cartridge fast in your Hand, as in the former Position.
2. Turn the Piece nimbly round to the loading Position, with the Lock to the Front, and the Muzzle the Height of the Chin, bringing the right Hand behind the Muzzle; both Feet kept fast in this Motion.
Charge with Cartridge!
1. Turn up your Hand and put the Cartridge into the Muzzle, shaking the Powder into the Barrel.
2. Place your Hand, closed, with a quick and strong Motion, upon the Rammer.
Draw your Rammers!
1. Draw the Rammer with a quick Motion, half out, seizing it at the Muzzle back-handed.
2. Draw it quite out, turn it, and enter it into the Muzzle.
Ram down your Cartridge!
1. Ram the Cartridge well down the Barrel, instantly recovering and seizing the Rammer back-handed at the Center, turning it and enter it as far as the lower Pipe, placing at the same Time the Edge of the Hand on the Butt End of the Rammer, with Fingers extended.
Return your Rammers!
1. Return the Rammer, bringing up the Piece with the left Hand to the Shoulder, seizing it with the right Hand under the Cock, keeping the left Hand fast at the Swell, turning the Body square to the Front.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Quit the left Hand and place it strong upon the Butt.
2. Quit the right Hand and throw it down the right Side.
Rest your Firelocks!
1. Seize the Firelock with the right Hand, turning the Lock outwards.
2. Raise the Firelock from your Shoulder, and place your left Hand with a quick Motion above the Lock, holding the Piece right up and down in both Hands before you, and your left Hand even with your Eyes.
3. Step briskly back with your right Foot, placing it a Hand's Breadth distant from your left Heel, at the same Time bring down the Firelock as quick as possible to the Rest, sinking it as far down before your left Knee as your right Hand will permit without constraint; your left Hand at the Feather Spring, and your right with Fingers extended held under the Guard, taking care to draw in the Muzzle well towards your Body, and to dress in a Line with the Butt-End.
Order your Firelocks!
1. Place your Firelock nimbly with your left Hand against your right Shoulder.
2. Quit the Firelock with the right Hand, and sinking it at the same Time with your Left, seize it at the Muzzle, which must be of an equal Height with your Chin, and hold it close against your right Side.
3. Lift up your right Foot and place it by your Left; at the same Time throw back your left Hand by your left Side, and with your Right, bring down the Butt-End strong upon the Ground, placing it even with the Toe of your right Foot; the Thumb of your right Hand lying along the Barrel, and the Muzzle kept at a little Distance from your Body.
Ground your Firelocks!
1. Face to the Right upon your Heels, and at the same Time turn the Firelock so that the Lock may point to the Rear, and the flat of the Butt-End lie against the inside of your Foot, at the same Time slipping the right Foot behind the Butt of the Firelock, the right Toe pointing to the Right, and the Left to the Front.
2. Step directly forward with your left Foot about as far as the Swell of the Firelock, and lay it upon the Ground, your left Hand hanging down by your left Foot, and your Right kept fast with the Butt-End against it.
3. Raise yourself up nimbly, bringing back your left Foot to its former Position, keeping your Body faced to the Right.
4. Face again to the Left upon your Heels and come to your proper Front, letting your Hands hang down without Motion.
Take up your Firelocks!
1. Face to the Right upon both Heels.
2. Sink your Body down, and come to the Position described in the second Motion of Grounding.
3. Raise yourself, and Firelock, bringing it close to your right Side.
4. Come to your proper Front, seizing the Firelock at the Muzzle, and come to the Order.
Rest your Firelocks!
1. Slip your right Hand down the Barrel as far as the Swell.
2. Raise the Firelock high up in a perpendicular Line from the Ground with your right Hand, and seize it with the left above the Spring, the Cock the Height of the Waist-Belt.
3. Step back with your right Foot, placing it behind your left Heel, and come to the Rest.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Lift up your right Foot and place it by your Left; bring the Firelock at the same Time to your left Shoulder, and seize the Butt-End with the left Hand, keeping it in the same Position as above described.
2. Throw your right Hand briskly back.
Secure your Firelocks!
1. Bring the right Hand briskly up, and place it under the Cock, keeping the Firelock steady in the same Position.
2. Quit the Butt with the left Hand, and seize the Firelock with it at the Swell, bringing the Elbow close down under the Lock: The right Hand kept fast in this Motion, and the Piece still upright.
3. Quit the right Hand and bring it down your right Side, bring your Firelock nimbly down to the Secure; the left Hand in a Line with the Waist-Belt.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Bring the Firelock up to a perpendicular Line, seizing it with the right Hand under the Cock.
2. Quit the left Hand, and place it strong upon the Butt.
3. Quit the right Hand, and bring it smartly down the right Side.
Fix your Bayonets!
1. Bring the right Hand briskly up, and place it under the Cock, keeping the Firelock steady in the same Position.
2. Quit the Butt with the left Hand, and seize the Firelock with it at the Swell, bringing the Elbow close down under the Lock: The right Hand kept fast in this Motion, and the Piece still upright.
3. Quit the right Hand, and bring the Firelock smartly down to the left Side with the left Hand, as far as it will admit without Constraint, seizing the Bayonet at the same Time with the right Hand, and fixing it, placing that Hand just below the Brass, with the Piece kept close to the hollow of the Shoulder.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Quit the right Hand, and bring up the Firelock with the Left, seize it again under the Cock with your Right, as in the second Motion of the Secure.
2. Quit the left Hand, and place it strong upon the Butt.
3. Quit the right Hand, and bring it down the right Side.
Present your Arms!
As explained in the three Motions of the fourteenth Word of Command. Back to fourteenth Word of Command
To the Right Face!
1. Bring up the Firelock, with a quick Motion high before you, till your left Hand comes even with your Eyes, with the Fingers of that Hand extended along the Stock, just above the Feather Spring. The right Foot to be brought close up to the Left Heel in this Motion.
2. Face to the Right, taking care in Facing to hold the Firelock right up and down, and steady in your Hands.
3. Step back with your right Foot and come down to your Present.
To the Right Face!
As in the foregoing Explanation.
To the Right About Face!
As in the foregoing Explanation, coming to the Right about, instead of to the Right.
To the Left Face!
1. Bring the right Foot briskly to the Hollow of your Left, with the Firelock in the same Position as in the first Motion of facing to the Right.
2. Face to the Left.
3. Come down to your Present.
To the Left Face!
As before.
To the Left About Face!
As before, coming to the Left about, instead of to the Left.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
As in the two Motions of Explanation nineteen. Back to Explanation nineteen
Charge your Bayonets!
1. As in Explanation one. Back to Explanation one
2. Bring the Swell of the Firelock down strong upon the Palm of the Hand, turning upon both Heels to the Right, the right Hand grasping the Piece at the Small behind the Lock, and as high as the Waist-Belt: The Firelock upon a level, with the Barrel upwards.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Bring up the Firelock to the Shoulder, place the right Hand upon the Butt, bringing the Feet square to the Front.
2. Quit the right Hand, and throw it down the right Side.
Advance your Arms!
1. & 2. as in Explanation one. Back to Explanation one
3. Bring the Firelock down the right Side with the right Hand, as low as it will admit without Constraint, slipping the left Hand at the same Time to the Swell, the Guard between the Thumb and Fore-Finger of the right Hand, the three last Fingers under the Cock, with the Barrel to the Rear.
4. Quit the left Hand.
Shoulder your Firelocks!
1. Bring up the left Hand and seize the Piece at the Swell.
2. Come smartly up to a Poise.
3. & 4. Shoulder.
Suggested Reading:

The Manual Exercise 1764; Available through Kings Arms Press and Bindery
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