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Figure 15. Rocket gunner about to fire a ground rocket. Given the great inaccuracy of this method of
firing, rocket troops probably preferred to use the launching apparatus.

attack, not one hit is mentioned by Lt. Col. George Armistead, the fort’s comman-
der, in his official report of the action. [30]

Rockets were again in action in the closing stages of the War of 1812. A de-
tachment of the 1st Rocket Troop, Royal Horse Artillery, commanded by Capt.
Henry Lane, was part of the British force which attacked New Orleans in Decem-
ber, 1814. This detachment served throughout the campaign and were present at
the battle of 8 January, 1815, on both sides of the river. When, having failed to cap-
ture the city, the British retreated, the rocket detachment acted as the artillery rear-
guard of the army. [31] The Congreve rockets did net play a major role in this cam-
paign as they proved to be ineffective against an American army that was well led,
motivated and entrenched.

The Congreve Rocket System, 1807-1814: Description and Performance

By the end of the Napoleonic Wars, William Congreve had developed a com-
plete rocket system with a variety of projectiles, war heads and variations of laun-
ching apparatus suitable for different military uses. From the largest 8-inch carcass
or explosion rocket to the smallest 6-pdr. rocket, the construction of the projectiles
was similar and based on the construction of the skyrockets Congreve had first ex-
perimented with in 1804. In essence, the always practical Congreve did not invent a
new weapon but took an existing one and improved it. The description below of the
rocket system as it stood in 1814-1815 is taken from Congreve’s 1814 work, Details
of the Rocket System. [32]

Congreve rockets consisted of three basic parts: a case, a war head and a
launching stick. The case of the rocket was manufactured from a cylinder of sheet
iron wrapped with fine wire of about the same thickness as the iron of the case. The
case was filled with a combustible mixture similar to gunpowder and composed of
nitrate of potash, sulphur and carbon. This combustible mixture (the ‘‘fuel’’ of the

16


















e By (>

Figure 21. Rocket troops loading and firing rockets on the ladder-like launching frame used to fire the
heavy and medium nature of rockets. This method of firing was usually preferred for the bombardment
of cities and fortified places.

signed ‘‘rocket cars,”’ later to be called rocket carriages, two-wheeled carts which
carried the projectiles and the launching sticks separately. When going into action,
a rocket ‘‘trough’’ or aiming frame was connected to the cart carrying the sticks.
The cart carrying the projectiles was then positioned at a safe distance and firing
commenced. Less mobile rocket troops, what Congreve called *‘rocket infantry,”
(actually R.M.A. units) were equipped with a simple launching frame mounted on a
tripod for the lighter calibres and a large frame resembling a ladder stationed on a
bipod for the larger calibres.

For rockets fired from small boats or rocket launches, the heavy laader-like
bombardment frame was positioned on the foremast and the rocket positioned upon
it. The boat crew and the rocket detachment sat in the stern of the boat, protected
from the rocket’s after blast by a sail which had been thoroughly soaked. If smaller
boats were used to fire rockets, two were required, one to carry the ammunition and
one to fire the rocket.

Two naval vessels, H.M.S. Galquo and Erebus, were fitted out by the Board
of Ordnance under Congreve’s direction as rocket ships. The rocket batteries on
these two vessels were fired from scuttles cut in the ships’ bulwarks and the laun-
ching sticks were positioned through the gun deck into frames constructed in the
ships’ holds. This arrangement did not interfere with the conventional naval arma-
ment in the ships and the rockets provided a tremendous increase in the vessels’
firepower. After being fitted as rocket ships, these small sloops had the equivalent
firepower of a 74-gun ship of the line. [33] Galquo and Erebus were special vessels
but any ship could quickly be fitted out to fire rockets from her rigging using the
ladder-like launching frames. If this arrangement was used, however, it would in-
terfere with the operation of the ship’s conventional weapons and Congreve sug-
gested that this method of firing be used only for long distance bombardment.

Congreve laid great stress on the fact that his rockets could be launched wi-
thout any formal apparatus at all. His 1814 work on the details of the rocket system
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