Fougasse

History records many ancient and contemporary uses of a primarily defensive device known as the fougasse. A precise translation, definition or description of the origins of this type of weapon is neither possible nor without argument.  The term may have it’s origins in the French breads which use this name, or possibly refer to the furnaces in which breads were prepared, as variations of the term include fogazza, fornello and furneaux, to name a few.  Fougasses have been employed by Frederick the Great, the Knights of St. John in the defense of Malta, the armies of George Washington, American Civil war fortifications, NVA & VC forces, and American forces in Korea and Vietnam. A few simple conically-shaped directional mortars cut in facing stone embankments (that were loaded with explosive charges and filled with stone, thus, stone fougasses) used to augment coastal defenses still can be found today on the island of Malta and in a few places in Sicily and Italy.  The modern variety, still in the repertoire of U.S. forces is the flame fougasse, one category of exploding flame weapons that were frequently employed in the perimeter defenses of many combat bases, firebases, semi-permanent radio relay stations and other remote or hastily prepared positions to augment the usual defenses of minefields and claymores.  Fougasses were and are typically simple, single use weapons with fixed points of aim that can project stones and other projectiles to effective ranges of some 300 meters or flammable liquids such as thickened motor fuel to much shorter distances, but over a very wide area.  In the context of Vietnam and contemporary American military doctrine, they are regarded as a crude, last-ditch defense against being over-run by enemy infantry in assault on a remote fixed position.  Firing the fougasse in a remote position in Vietnam was likely to be the last step before heading for the ‘back door’. 

The typical installation involves partially burying 55gal. drums at vertical, horizontal, or 45° angled positions in the direction of the expected assault. FM 3-11 below notes that on Defensive Line Wyoming in the Korean conflict, the 1st Cavalry Division emplaced some 1,000 55gal drum flame fougasses.

Instruction regarding doctrine and technical construction of exploding flame weapons are described in DA FM 3-11 & Marine Corps Reference Publication No. 3-3.7.2 (1996) Flame, Riot Control Agents and Herbicide Operations. Executive Order 11850 (8 Apr 75) established that the US has renounced first use of herbicides & riot control agents in war, excepting herbicides under regs applicable to domestic use & vegetation control within US installations & around immediate perimeters. RCAs (including CS) will only be used defensively in war to save lives as approved by the president. In peacetime, they may be used within the US and it’s possessions and protectorates (!), which includes embassies, bases, etc. for protection, control and evacuation and used off-base worldwide for the recovery of nuclear weapons and similar use-of-lethal-force scenarios. Authority for use is carefully delineated and described…but it’s good to know its’ use is still OK for training purposes (by carefully described methods).

Use of weapons employing fire, e.g. tracer ammo, flamethrowers, napalm & other incendiaries is not a violation of international law and are approved for use in war. 

Thus, owing to the various distinctions made by some countries in interpreting the meaning of ‘chemical weapons’ etc., we have now reached the point where, in accordance with international law
herbicides and  non-lethal riot control agents are “bad”, flame weapons are “good”!  Sleep well!

The diagram is from FM 3-11 & serves as one example of design and placement. Text associated with the numbers is being deliberately omitted to protect the foolish.  Trying this at home is to combine the usual risks associated with explosives, blasting cap initiators and det cord with even less predictable flammable liquids.


