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The CounTer-revoluTionary vendée rising of 1793 

RembaRRe! 
RembaRRe!

By rob harper

The vendée rising is virtually unknown outside of france, yet hundreds of 
battles, from skirmishes to large encounters, were fought in the region during 
this ‘great War’, which continued until 1796. There is still an intense pride in 
these regions in the heroic and tragic struggle against the new french republic.

T he western area of France erupted into large-scale revolt 
against the Republic’s attempts to enforce widespread 
conscription and attacks upon their traditional Catholic 

and country way of life. The sufferings of the Royal family added 
to their grievances and, within weeks of its outbreak in March 
1793, the rebels could call on over 25,000 peasants in their main 
army alone, and by the summer, over 100,000 were actively 
involved in the many campaigns and battles that affected the 
region. These wars were dominated by infantry, with cavalry and 
artillery generally playing a minor role, due to the difficult terrain. 

Dismissed at first as a minor irritation, the Vendée Rising 
rapidly developed into a serious threat to the young French 
Republic at a time when foreign armies were invading France 
and other areas (the north-west and the south) were also in 
revolt. At its height, hundreds of thousands of Republican 
troops were drawn into this ferocious conflict, and more 
people were guillotined, shot, or drowned in this region than 
anywhere else in France throughout the period of ‘La Terreur’. 

The Vendée rebels 
The peasants would be called upon to meet an immediate 
threat or attain an agreed objective; then they dispersed back 
to their farms or trades until the next crisis threatened. With 
the exception of the winter campaign north of the Loire, 
when their retreat was cut off, the rebels could rarely be 
held together for more than a week at a time, and they were 
reluctant to go far from home, seeing this as a war of defence 
against the Republican armies.

The officers were selected from all ranks of society. With a few 
exceptions (such as the Prince of Talmont), only their personal 
bravery and leadership qualities determined their appointment. 
There were only two principal units of organization: the parish 
companies and the divisions. The companies, which varied in 
strength (although 50-100 seems average), were led by parish 
captains. These companies united at an agreed rendezvous 
(usually the principal local town) and merged together to form 

a division. A single division 
could muster as many as 
8000 men.

The peasants would be 
called to arms by ‘ringing 
the tocsin’, by mounted 
messenger, or by signals 
given by setting windmill 
sails at prearranged angles. 
Each division had small 
bodies of permanently 
formed troops attached, 
forming elite companies of 
their best marksmen, often 
called chasseurs (‘hunters’). In battle, these chasseur compa-
nies often merged together to form the elite of the army, to 
cover an advance or a retreat. The Vendée Rising was much 
like pitting a medieval horde against a horse-and-musket army. 

Infantry
The Vendéens were formed into three main classes of troops. 
Essentially, around 15 per cent were first-class, well-armed 
tirailleurs (‘skirmishers’), who bore the brunt of the fighting. A 
further 10-15 per cent were reasonably well-armed second-
class light troops with muskets. The remaining troops were 
peasants armed only with farmyard implements and formed 
into attack columns. These should generally be considered as 
a disordered mob or ‘levy’ troops, but they could skirmish en 
masse, with both the first- and second-class troops acting as a 
broad skirmish screen to the bulk of the force.

The Vendéen elite skirmishers included many marksmen, 
who aimed to target enemy leaders and gunners. Double the 
chance for a leader casualty test or introduce one if your rules 
do not cover this. When firing on Republican gunners, simply 
count the target as formed and not a skirmish target.

King Louis XVI.
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Cavalry
Mounted mostly on farm horses, small bodies of cavalry were 
attached to each division and never formed more than 5 per 
cent of the total force. The Vendéen cavalry should be classed 
as poor and always unformed. Most acted as scouts.

Artillery
The rebels amassed a large artillery park, with over 200 captured 
Republican cannon (mostly 4lbr battalion guns). They rarely 
deployed more than 40 cannon at any one time. As was custom-
ary at this time, artillery was split up amongst the divisions in 
small units. The Vendéen artillery should be classed as poor and 
should not be allowed to redeploy, once in combat. 

Uniforms
The common dress of the peasant soldiers comprised broad-
brimmed soft hats, a variety of relatively short jackets, short 
breeches, and clogs (the famous sabots) or bare feet. The most 
common distinguishing mark was the sacré-coeur, a small patch 
of white cloth on which was sewn a red heart surmounted by a 
cross, which was attached to their jackets. White paper or cloth 
cockades were often seen attached to their hats. 

Some Republican deserters and ex-Royal Army soldiers wore 
their old uniforms, but the vast majority wore civilian or peasant 
dress. Senior officers began to adopt broad white waist sashes 
and varying coloured headscarves beneath their hats. White 
scarves tied above the left elbow were also common amongst 
officers. Black arm bands on the left arm above the elbow were 
also worn as a symbol of mourning for the executed king.

standards
These were many and varied. The most popular standard 
was the white flag embroidered with Catholic and Royalist 
emblems and mottos, often with the name of the parish also 
shown. There were also a number of ceremonial Catholic 
banners, as well as some priests in their clerical dress.

Weapons
As time went by, a growing minority of troops were armed 
with an array of captured muskets and carbines, though prob-
ably never more than 30-40 per cent. However, being a rural-
based army, the majority were inevitably armed with various 
forms of scythes, pitchforks, pikes, hunting weapons, and 
clubs. The cavalry were largely reliant on captured swords. 
If the Vendéens manage to charge into the Republicans, an 
advantage should be given for their fearsome weapons. (A bit 
like if medieval halberdiers engaged with men with bayonets!)

Tactics
Inevitably, as an irregular army, the Vendéens used irregu-
lar tactics. Much of the Vendée was a labyrinth of narrow 
winding lanes, bounded by small field with high hedges, 
woods, and the occasional moor or heathland. The rebels 
knew this terrain intimately.

With scouts first reporting the enemy, the classic tactic was to 
split the army into a number of massed columns and a large 
reserve. The columns would generally follow closely on the heels 

of a screen of skirmishers, formed from the elite companies and 
steadier troops. If the terrain allowed, the rebels would approach 
as close as they could while remaining undetected, aiming to 
infiltrate the terrain to the front and flanks of the Republicans. 
On a given signal, the elite troops would open up a withering 
fire of musketry from front and flanks, taking particular care to 
target officers and artillerymen and, if total surprise had been 
achieved, unsettling all but the steadiest troops. This discharge 
of musketry would be followed by a headlong charge on the 
shaken enemy that frequently led to the collapse of resistance. 
The Vendéens excelled at using cover and surprise assaults, and 
would certainly aim to try to encircle an enemy. 

If the element of surprise had not been achieved, they would 
either continue a prolonged fire-fight from cover, or probe 
areas where resistance seemed weaker, constantly shift-
ing their point of attack and using the cover to best effect. 
When faced by artillery, the Vendéens adopted the partic-
ularly unorthodox but highly successful tactic of throwing 
themselves to the ground when the guns were about to fire, 
then, on a given signal, charging the guns before they had 
time to reload. In this way, they captured countless guns. 
If threatened by Republican counter-attacks, they could 
simply disappear into the countryside or allow the pursuit to 
develop and lure detached units into ambushes. 

morale
Although led by brave troops, the bulk of the columns 
tended to be reticent to commit themselves, until it seemed 
clear that the battle was going their way. They were often 
panicky, unsettling those in the front ranks. 

The morale of the Vendéen soldiers was brittle and could 
shift quite a bit, either in their favour or against them. 
They expected their leaders to lead from the front, but if 
these leaders were wounded, their morale could break and 
whole armies might fall to pieces.

The republic
The Republicans were all over the place in terms of morale, 
discipline, and ability. They were also riven by political 
factors, both amongst the generals, the Representatives of 
the People (effectively the political commissars), and even 
the troops themselves. Variable or random factors should be 
included to allow for this and even for the chance that some 
would change sides or quickly surrender. The risk of a knife in 
the back was ever present for the leaders! 

As with the Vendéens, the Republican generals would play 
a big part in maintaining morale – when, of course, they were 
considered able. Command and control should thus vary widely, 
depending on the leader in charge. (The many sans-culotte gener-
als were awful and had little understanding of combat.) Ws&s

As the Vendéens slipped along the enemy’s flanks, they 
would often shout “Rembarre! Rembarre!”, a cry used to 
round up stampeding livestock. Perhaps a morale test for 
the Republicans troops caught on the flanks is appropriate, 
as they feared being corralled like cattle.
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The CounTer revoluTion in The WesT of franCe

The baTTle of ThouaRs

By rob harper

The attempts to enforce the conscription by lottery in March 1793 sparked a wide-
spread rising in the vendee involving an estimated 600 parishes and leading to the rapid 
formation of several separate ‘armies’ under locally elected or appointed leaders. Most 
of the countryside quickly fell into peasant hands and the few military and national 
guard forces in the region either fled, or were contained in towns on the periphery. The 
vendeans first notable success was the assault and capture of Cholet on 14th.

several Republican offensives into the Vendee were 
blunted by the newly formed Vendean Army, which began 
to win a succession of victories against separate Republi-

can columns and threatened to put the Republicans on defensive. 
Informed of the approach of large columns, and with growing 
unrest in his ranks, the Republican commander Pierre Quetineau 
hastily evacuated his HQ at Bressuire and wisely decided to head 
for the more defensible position of Thouars.Thouars was a medi-
eval walled town on the east bank of the river Thouet and 
although the walls were in very poor condition it was never-
theless a strong position. It was covered on its south, east and 
west by steep slopes leading down to the river. The Vendéans 
would have to attack via the few river crossings. 

Quetineau had been the victim of a whispering campaign 
that considered him ‘suspect’, spread by men in the Cher 
and Marseillais battalions. En-route, he lost around 500 
troops who simply marched away, refusing to recognise his 
command. The Vendeans pursued the retreating Republicans 
and arrived outside Thouars on the evening of the 4th.

The bATTle of ThoUArs 5Th mAy 1793
republican Army

C in C: Quetineau: Lt Col and General in Chief of troops in the 
Department of Deux-Sèvres. (He lamented his deficiency of 
staff). Desertions by May cost him around 30% of his original 
strength and the figures below have taken this into account.

National Gd Bns: la Nièvre, l’Indre, la Vienne, la Creuse 
and the Cher: 2,500 
8th Battalion of the Var (the famous ‘Marseillais’): 100
Chasseurs du Midi (light infantry): 250  
3rd Battalion of Deux-Sèvres *(3 Companies): 200
Five detachments of National Cavalry (National Gds and 
Gendarmes): 80c 
Gunners from Poitiers and St Jean d’Angely National Gds: 50
Total cannon: 12 guns of various calibres, mostly 4lbrs.

* Claimed by Quetineau to have been his only reliable and 
trained (though inexperienced) troops.

Further raw and untrained Volunteers hastily raised from the 
surrounding towns and countryside (including Volunteers 

of Airvault and small units of National Guards): perhaps 
2-3,000. (note: Several sources do not specifically refer to 
these troops who played little part in the fighting. However 
there is clear evidence in eyewitness accounts to signifi-
cant numbers of these Volunteers. They would have been 
untrained, poorly armed, and in peasant dress). 

Troop quality: Of all the engagements in the Vendée it is 
particularly difficult to work out the troop quality of the 
Republican forces at Thouars as the vicious war of words 
after the battle has clouded any realistic judgement. On 
balance Quetineau was a mediocre general and none 
of the semi-mutinous volunteers should be classified as 
anything but poor although the 8th Var and Chasseurs du 
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Midi were at least reasonably trained. The National Guard 
units were generally poor in this battle. 

Vendéan Army
Sources generally agree that there were 20-25,000 peasant-
soldiers, 700 cavalry and 13 or 14 guns of various calibre and 
antiquity. Only a small percentage of the infantry were armed 
with fusils and muskets (allow 10-15%), and the rest with an 
assortment of scythes, clubs, pitchforks and other farmyard 
implements. The armed troops should be split proportionately 
amongst the columns and formed the key fighting force. 

At this stage of the campaign there was no commander in chief 
and strategy was determined by elected ‘Divisional Generals’ 
and a handful of other experienced former Royal Army Offic-
ers. At Thouars the troops were grouped in columns under:

Cathelineau, d’Elbée and Stofflet: Allow for 7,000 peasant 
soldiers and a few cannon
Donnissan and Marigny: Around half of the cannon 
supported by a column of 2,000 infantry (probably with 
most well-armed).
Lescure and La Rochejaquelein: An advanced guard of 
around 1,500 with a few cannon followed at some distance 
by perhaps 5,000 more peasant soldiers. 
Bonchamps: Allow 5,000 peasant soldiers.
Dommaigné: 700 cavalry.

Troop Quality: The gunners should be classed as poor; the 
cavalry could not fight in regular order and although consid-
ered poor, were, at this battle, led by inspirational leaders. For 
a balanced game I would suggest that around half of those 
peasants armed with muskets and fusils should be classed as 
good tirailleurs though with shaky morale. The rest of the troops 
were poor (in fact those armed with farmyard weapons could 
not be used in action except to follow up a success secured 
by the better quality troops). None of the troops could fight 
in regular order. They operated as skirmishers, generally from 
cover or in massed columns (perhaps more accurately referred 
to as mobs) with the key officers leading from the front. 

In this battle La Rochejaquelein, Lescure, Bonchamps 
and Dommaigné performed well. Cathelineau was hugely 

popular and should be classed as good. Stofflet was also 
good and the rest mediocre.

PlAyIng The bATTle 
The Republican player must divide up his forces to cover 
the various crossing points while the Royalists choose where 
to attack and with what force.  Quetineau chose to fight a 
defensive battle with most of his troops in fixed position: 
almost certainly due to the dubious quality of his forces. The 
historical deployment is as follows: 

Gué-au-Riche (‘the ford at Riche’): 300 Volunteers of Airvault
The cavalry: In open land between the Gue-au-Riches 
and Vrines.
Vrines bridge: The bridge was directly covered by at least one 
cannon and 150 Volunteers utilising an upturned wagon filled 
with dung to block the crossing! All but a small section in the 
middle of the bridge had been dismantled (such rudimentary 
defensive measures were probably utilised at the other cross-
ing points). The Republicans at the eastern end of the bridge 
were supported by around 900 troops in defensive positions in 
Vrines village (8th Bn. Var, and two Nat Gd Bns).
St Jean bridge (Pont Neuf): A detachment (unknown 
strength) and one cannon.
St Jacques suburb: A detachment (unknown strength) 
and one cannon.
Dispersed along the river and north of Thouars were small 
detachments deployed to slow any enemy advance and 
report on the enemy’s approach.
Within Thouars: The rest of his army ready to march on 
points where the Vendéans might break through. At least 
one cannon deployed in the Chateau also covered the 
crossings east and west of the town.

hIsTorICAl oUTCome
During the morning the mass of the Vendee army slowly gath-
ered and probed the crossing points. The Vendeans bombarded 
the defenders of the crossing of Vrines and St Jacques for some 
considerable time. They may have planned to lure the Republi-
cans into believing that these where the principal points of attack. 

By around 10a.m. with powder running low, and having made 
no impact at Vrines, La Rochejaquelein mounted his horse and 

French Republican reinforcements march to block the Vendée advance.
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raced off in search of powder and to hasten the march of the rest 
of their troops. The Republicans defending the bridge also claim 
to have appealed for reinforcements. Lescure remained alone in 
command. Noticing that the Republican defenders appeared to 
be starting to move off, he took up a fusil, shouted to the men to 
advance, and descended from the rock onto the bridge. He was 
met by a discharge of musketry and grapeshot that peppered his 
clothes but left him unharmed. No peasants had followed him. 
He climbed back, appealed to them, and again descended to the 
bridge to be met by a new discharge of musketry and grapeshot: 
once again unharmed, but still alone. Although known to many 
of the peasants, this was Lescure’s first battle and he had yet to 
win the confidence of his men. Acts of heroic recklessness by the 
leaders were almost expected by their men to earn their support.

Towards 11.a.m. Lescure descended a third time, followed 
by a single soldier, but seeing La Rochejaquelein and Forest 
(another officer) gallop up and dismount to support him, the 
four of them raced on the Republican defences. Arriving at 
the entrenchments Lescure rested his fusil on the parapet and 
commenced firing at point blank range. The peasants hastened 
in a mob to their support and captured 200 or so Republicans 
in the vicinity. The crossing at Gue-au-Riches fell around the 
same time, the Vendee infantry had crossed the waist deep 
ford following behind their cavalry. This column was now also 
advancing on Thouars. In their path lay the weak Republican 
cavalry, which fled instead of putting up any resistance.

The Republican infantry, finding themselves constantly 
turned by the growing masses of Vendeans, raced back 
towards the town gates ignoring Quetineau’s pleas not to 
enter but instead to post themselves outside where they could 
deploy (he was concerned about the cramped, tight network 
of streets within the medieval walls that would hinder any 
effective deployment). The Republicans, however, were only 
interested in seeking shelter from the Vendeans.

The AssAUlT on ThoUArs. 
On the St Jacques front the other Vendean column was 
now deployed at the foot of the town as the Republicans 
had abandoned the Pont-Neuf in disorder. The action, 
however, was still hot as the cannon and troops covering 

this side of Thouars fired on the Vendeans. 

Arriving in close pursuit at the foot of the northern walls 
the Vendeans vigorously attacked looking for all possible 
means to form a breach. On all sides the Royalist numbers 
were swelling, cutting off any hope of retreat. Up against 
the walls, La Rochejaquelein climbed onto the shoulders 
of one of his men and used that vantage point to be passed 
a succession of fusils with which he fired on the defend-
ers. He also joined in attempts to dislodge the stones in the 
dilapidated walls using pikes, and other weapons while the 
defenders continued to fire on them and offer at least some 
resistance: even though morale had largely collapsed. 

Eventually a breach was cut. Quetineau claimed that he 
was, for a while, at the breach and witnessed five enemy 
killed. Soon, however, La Rochejaquelein and Lescure’s 
men poured into the town. Bonchamps, d’Elbee and 
Cathelineau entered Thouars from other points. 

The Republicans already displayed white flags in the town and 
little resistance appears to have been put up once the breach 
had been made. Remarkably the town was neither looted nor 
pillaged and there was little bloodshed as the Republicans 
surrendered on mass by around 5p.m.

The CosT of defeAT
The immediate consequence of this astounding Vendean 
victory was a wealth of military booty. Sources generally 
agree that between 5-600 Republicans were killed, and 
between 3 and 5,000 men taken prisoner (including key 
members of the local administration). 3-4,000 fusils, 6,000 
pairs of pistols, 2,000 sabres, 8-10 cannon, ample muni-
tions, and a large treasury also fell into their hands.

Quetineau’s army had been almost entirely captured in a 
pincer movement that drew it into the trap of Thouars. The 
Vendeans lost few men in the battle. Quetineau, a friend 
of the ‘traitor’ Dumouriez was quickly made the scape-
goat. An old associate of Lescure, he had been offered a 
rank in their army, but he refused. Released on parole by 
the Vendeans and given safe conduct to Saumur, he was 
immediately imprisoned later to face a brutal trial before 
the Revolutionary tribunal ending at the guillotine.

All but 200 of the Republican prisoners were disarmed and 
released on the promise they would not serve again against 
the Vendeans. Some Republicans willingly changed sides. 
There were certainly Vendean sympathisers in the Republican 
ranks, though exaggerated in numbers by the extremists. 

For the Vendeans the victory at Thouars was proof at last that 
they could take the fight to the enemy and win an overwhelm-
ing victory. With the supplies from Bressuire and Thouars, they 
set about over the next few days forming their growing army 
into some sort of official structure under the command of the 
divisional generals before considering their next move. Ws&s

The Vendeans overwhelm the Republican troops.
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