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“The rider must live only for his horse, which is his legs, 

his safety, his honour and his reward.”

The old cavalry soldier, c.1800

The quote above seems an apt starting point for a brief discussion of the amount of weight a cavalry horse should be expected to carry when on active duty.  The subject of weight is of utmost importance to mounted reenactors who participate in campaign events such as Morgan’s Raid I, Potter’s Raid, Morgan’s Raid II.  Unlike the standard, static reenacting event where the horses spend the majority of their time on the picket line, the campaign event places a great deal more work on the backs and legs of the horses.

Throughout the nineteenth century European and American cavalry officers debated the issues of weight carried by the cavalry trooper and his horse.  Two schools of thought emerged from this debate.  The first, and majority, school of though emanated from men devoted to the elegant and dashing image of smartly accoutered and highly drilled cavalry.  Their watch words were “look splendid” and “charge magnificently.”  Unfortunately, for the troopers and horses under the command of these officers, the cost of looking splendid in the field was a very heavy load of equipment.  These immense loads in turn had a negative impact on their ability to charge magnificently at the end of a long approach march or pursuit.
The following load data comes from Major G. Tyldon’s Horses and Saddlery which is a classic in British cavalry writing.  This data is in large part confirmed by the American writer Captain W.H. Carter in his work Horses, Saddles and Bridles.

Nation:


Type



Weight




Austria Hungary         General

20-21 
Stone*
      
= 280-294 pounds
Belgian

General

14
Stone 7 Lbs
=  203        pounds

France


Heavy


21      
Stone          
=  294        pounds




Medium

18      
Stone
     
=  252        pounds





Light


16      
Stone          
=  224        pounds

Germany

Heavy


23      
Stone
     
=  322        pounds




Light 


18      
Stone 7Lbs 
=  259        pounds
England

General

20      
Stone          
=  280        pounds

Italy


General

18      
Stone

=  252
      pounds

Russia


Heavy


20 
Stone

=  280        pounds




Light


18
Stone

=  252
      pounds
United States

General

16
Stone

=  224
      pounds

*(NOTE: 1 Stone = 14 Lbs American Weight System)
The second school of thought came from a small minority of officers who as a result of a wide range of active campaigning believed that lower weights should be carried by cavalry horses.  The most noted of these men in chronological order were Capt. Lewis Edward Nolan (Br.), Col. Valentine Baker (Br.),  Capt.W. H. Carter, (Am.) Maj. Gen. Rosenberg (Ger.) and Maj. Gen. F. Smith (Br.).  Nolan in particular seems to have initiated the lower weight movement and inspired the others to continue to conduct research which would show the benefits of lower weights.

Lewis Edward Nolan was born c.1820 (the exact date is unknown). He began his cavalry career with a commission in a Hungarian Cavalry Regiment and took part in active campaigning in central and southern Europe.  In 1839 he exchanged a British infantry commission for one in the British 15th Hussars.  He served with this unit in India and Russia prior to the Crimean War.  He was for his time a rare officer who thought critically about his chosen branch of service.  He published his thoughts on cavalry in his classic work Cavalry, Its History and Tactics in 1853.  The next year he died on Oct. 25th in the Charge of the Light Brigade. In 1857, three years after Nolan’s death, Colonel Valentine Baker published his book Remarks on British Cavalry in which he also took up the campaign for lower weights.  
In these works the authors posited that cavalry horses should carry between 13 and 15 stone (182- 210 pounds). The load consisted of rider, tack, arms & ammunition and associated gear.  Their ideas were taken up by Maj. Gen. Sir. F. Smith, K.C.M.G. Director of Veterinary Services for the British Army, who proposed the following formula. “A Cavalry horse should not carry more than one-fifth of his mean body weight of 1000 lb or a total of 14 stone 3 lb; 15 stone should be the maximum.” (15 stone = 210 lbs)  Major General Rosenberg,  Inspector General of the Prussian Cavalry,  supported this finding by stating that “cavalry carrying more than 15 stone 10 lbs are fit for nothing.” (220 lbs)  A brief glance at the weight chart given above, however, clearly shows that the call for lower weights went unheeded.  It is interesting to note that the American Cavalry rode lighter than its European brothers in arms.  The difference, I believe, being in part the result of the experiences of the American Civil War and Indian Wars of the Western plains.  Captain Carter notes in his book that recruits whose weight runs between 130-150 lbs are best adapted to the cavalry service.  He also states that American equipments weighted approximately 90 lbs (less forage and rations).    
What does this mean for the modern day cavalry reenactor?  I believe the basic 20% formula worked out by Nolan, Baker and Smith is a good benchmark.  I would, however, given the “limited” duration of reenacting campaign events and the availability of adequate water, grain and forage, modify the formula slightly.  Modern cavalry mounts, which are properly trained prior to an event, should be able to carry 25% of their body weight.  In real terms this would mean a 1000 lb horse could carry 250 lbs (or a bit more given the caliber of the horse).  Remember the weight load consists of the trooper, tack, arms & ammunition and “other gear.”  
The weights given below are approximates and for example only. You will need to calculate the weight of your particular gear load.  (I use the scale at my veterinarian’s office.)  The most obvious variable is the weight of the rider.  Simply put the heavier the rider the less gear he can carry.  (Unless of course he decides to ride a draft horse.)  You may agree or disagree with the accuracy of the weights given below but the key item is to think about the load you will require your horse to carry.  If you can not lift the packed saddle and place it (not throw it) on your horse’s back you might want to rethink your load.  Nothing will ruin the campaign event for you more quickly then your horse breaking down under the load you put on his back.  Just remember what the old cavalry soldier said:
“The rider must live only for his horse, which is his legs,

his safety, his honour and his reward.”

Approximate Weights of Arms, Equipments and Clothing

1 trooper  




180 lbs (w/out uniform or boots)
1 McClellan (w/saddlebags, empty)

  21 lbs (other saddles may vary in weight)
1 saddle blanket (wool)


    3 lbs

1 halter & bridle



    5 lbs

1 carbine




    8 lbs
  


1 carbine sling & swivel


    1 lbs

1 pistol





    4 lbs
1 belt





    1 lbs

1 blanket (wool)



    4 lbs

1 saber & scabbard



    4 lbs

2 spare horseshoes



     l lbs
1 canteen




    1 lbs

1 cup, knife. fork, spoon                                     1 lbs

1 pair cavalry boots



    5 lbs
1 shirt, sack coat, trousers


    5 lbs
1 picket line section



    3 lbs







247 lbs
Not Charted:

Ammunition/ Spare cylinders
Great Coat

Shelter Half

Poncho

Extra pistols

Ax

Assorted knives (Bowie etc.)
Food
