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THE THREE MUSKETEERS



Introduction

Alexandre Dumas

Alexandre Dumas was born in 1803 at Villers-Cotterets,
seventy-seven kilometres north-east of Paris. His father
was a general in the French army at the time of the Revo-
lution and under Napoleon. His grandfather and grand-
mother were from the West Indies, the grandfather white
and the grandmother black.

Alexandre Dumas wrote a very great deal. Sometimes
he wrote with other people. About 260 books — novels,
travel books, plays, etc — carry his name. The French lit-
erary critics say that his plays for the theatre are true liter-
ature; they do not always praise his novels. But the world
knows Dumas for his historical novels, which are full of
movement, life and action.

In modern times these novels have become films, ra-
dio and television plays and stories in large numbers. They
have given ideas to other writers, who don’t always say
where the ideas come from. For example, in this story
Athos’s use of the dead soldiers in the bastion is like some-
thing in a much later story of the French Foreign Legion,
Beau Geste .

Dumas died in France in 1870.

The background
Dumas wrote The Three Musketeers in 1844, but he was

2
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writing about a time just over two hundred years earlier.
At the time of the story, Louis XIII was the king of France
(1610—1643) but he let his chief minister, Cardinal Riche-
lieu, rule the country most of the time. The king was only
fourteen when in 1615 he married Anne of Austria, the
daughter of King Philip III of Spain. It is true that Louis
took very little notice of his wife, and that for a time she
was very friendly with the Duke of Buckingham, the
friend and minister of Charles I, king of England, Scot-
land and Ireland (1625—1649). ,

Buckingham had promised to help Louis and Richelieu
to put down the French Protestants (the Huguenots), but
there was an outery in England over his helping Catholics
against non-Catholics. So at the time of our story,
Buckingham was planning to help the Huguenots to hold
La Rochelle against the French.

The musket

This gun, used by the musketeers, was fired from the
shoulder. Compared with the modern rifle, it was very
heavy. At the time of the story, it was loaded by pouring a
measured amount of gunpowder down the barrel from the
muzzle. Next came a small wad to hold the powder in
place, then a lead musket-ball about forty-two grams in
weight, then another wad to keep the ball from rolling out
when the gun was not upright. When the musketeer fired
the gun, a piece of flint (rather like the flint of a modern
cigarette lighter) struck a piece of steel. That made sparks
which fired the powder. The ramrod you see below the
barrel in the picture was pulled out and used to push the
wads and musket-ball down inside the barrel.
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