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Introduction

ou come across them everywhere. Not always in the flesh, of course.

Their names are inscribed on the walls of temples and the badges of
their old regiments are carved into rock faces around the world. I mean
British soldiers, of course, who have served on every continent. At one time
they policed one-quarter of the earth’s surface, which is a remarkable
achievement for a comparatively small group of men (and these days,
women) born in an insignificant group of offshore islands. They were heroes
and cowards, wise men and fools, good men and bad. Their story is one of tri-
umph and tragedy, victory and sometimes defeat, hard living and laughter.
Strong bonds of comradeship, a sense of family, and pride in the soldier’s reg-
iment have always existed, as well as traditions that aren’t found to the same
extent in any other army. When times are at their worst, these things provide
a tremendous source of strength.

The British — by which [ mean the English, Welsh, Scots, Irish, and Manx —
were fighting among themselves long, long before the Regular Army was
established in the seventeenth century, and when they weren’t doing that
they were fighting the French! The story of the British army is a long one that
[ hope you enjoy reading as much as | have enjoyed telling it.

About This Book

On the way through the book you meet all sorts of people, from King Arthur to
Field Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein. One of the most important
people you meet is called Tommy Atkins, the universal name for the British sol-
dier that even his enemies use. He’s a rather likeable sort, a good ambassador
for his country, slow to anger, stubborn as a mule, and someone to avoid when
his temper’s up. He’s as brave as anyone, but because of his training, disci-
pline, and regimental spirit, he tends to be braver for five minutes longer. One
French general described him as a very bad soldier who didn’t seem to under-
stand that he’d lost the battle and went on fighting until the French (who of
course were better soldiers) realised they had lost and sensibly withdrew. In
addition, in the book you get to know something about weapons, tactics, bat-
tles, and the army’s part in creating and defending the British Empire.

What I've written in this book represents my own opinions. Other people may
not agree or may differ in their interpretation of details, but the thing to
remember about military history, as Sir Basil Liddell Hart said, is that no one
can know more than a fraction of anything, and every day there is something
fresh to discover. It’s fun.
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Conventions Used in This Book

First, dates. I have stuck to BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, the year
of our Lord) because that is how dates are recorded in all but a tiny percent-
age of the reference books you may wish to consult.

Second, I refer to military formations. Not everyone is familiar with the struc-
tures the army uses, so here they are:

v An army group consists of two or more armies.

v An army usually consists of two or more corps.

» A corps normally consists of two or more divisions.

v A division consists of two or more brigades.

v~ A brigade consists of three infantry battalions or cavalry regiments.
This is representative and varies according to circumstances. Although
British infantry regiments may consist of several battalions (of between 500

and 1,000 soldiers), it was unusual for them to serve together prior to the
World Wars.

In military history, the written conventions employed to identify formations are:

»* Army Group: Arabic numerals, for example 21st Army Group
v Army: Roman letters, for example Eighth Army
v Corps: Roman numerals, for example XXX Corps

v Divisions: Arabic numerals, for example 1st Division. If other than
infantry a designation is added, such as 1st Cavalry Division, 1st
Armoured Division

1 Brigades: As divisions. Recent convention is to omit ‘st, nd, rd, th’ from
the numeral, for example 123 Brigade.

When you get to the smaller units, things can become a little confusing. For
the same of simplicity [ have used regiments’ numbers, such as 24th. When a
regiment had two battalions, I have indicated which one we’re talking about,
such as 1/24th or 2/24th.

What Vou're Not to Read

From time to time in this book I've used icons called Technical Stuff. These
are necessary because warfare is a technical business and I've recorded the
introduction of new weapons systems and other developments separately
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from the main narrative. The same is true of sidebars, which contain interest-
ing info that you can skip if you just want to read the main narrative. You
don’t have to read either to understand what is happening.

Foolish Assumptions

I've made some assumptions about you when writing this book. I'm assuming
that one or more of the following is true:

v You did a bit of military history at school, perhaps relating to the Second
World War, but had difficulty placing all the information into context.

1 You may have studied other aspects, like the Napoleonic Wars, but have
become a bit hazy about who did what and when.

» You enjoy reading a good story in which some of your not-so-distant
ancestors are bound to have taken part.

How This Book Is Organised

I've organised the book in a modular way. It consists of a number of parts,
each of which stands on its own so you don’t need to read the book cover to
cover (unless you want to!). If your interest is in ancient and medieval war-
fare or the Napoleonic Wars, for example, go straight to the relevant part.
Each part contains chapters with information about the British involvement
in the wars of that period. The following sections describe the type of infor-
mation you can find in each part.

Part I: Ancient and Medieval Warfare

When the Roman Legions invaded the island they called Britannia, they found
themselves fighting fierce blue tribesmen egged on by wild women and weird
Druids. The Romans won, but after they had gone, Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
invaded the island. If you read this part you find out about the rough-and-
tumble punch-ups between the Saxon kingdoms, admire Offa and his smart
new dyke, cheer on Alfred as he batters the Danes, and make the acquain-
tance of Canute, owner of the original float-away throne. Then, if you've got
time, you can make friends with William the Conqueror, or discover how to
build a castle or two and really oppress people. You may well agree that the
Scots deserved their independence after Edward II's dreadful performance at
Bannockburn, and that the snobby French nobility asked for the regular hid-
ings they got from English archers.
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Part II: The Arrival of Gunpowder

Suddenly, all the rules changed. Why? Because of an unstable black powder
that has a tendency to explode anywhere, any time, given the slightest
encouragement. That means that guns, muskets, and pistols are in. And that
means a complete new look for the infantry. The cavalry didn’t adapt too well
at first, but they gradually got the hang of things, as did the chaps who
designed fortifications. The British weren’t really into land warfare at this
time, so when Charles I and his Parliament came to blows they did so with
amateur armies. Charles Il realised that he needed a regular standing army. In
this part, you discover how that army was formed, what it consisted of, and
how it operated.

Part [11: Wars of Succession,
Independence, and Revolution

The British army spent most of the eighteenth century, and some years after,
fighting the French. They fought other people too, but mostly the French. In
fact, some people grew up believing that fighting the French was what you
did when you left school. During the early years of the century, the Duke of
Marlborough won a series of stunning victories that established the army’s
reputation. India was an area of constant squabbling where the Honourable
East India Company looked after British interests. Another area of continual
friction was North America, where Canada in the north and Louisiana in the
south menaced the 13 British colonies. Then some of the American colonists
rebelled and declared their independence. France declared war on Great
Britain, little realising that the two countries would still be fighting 22 years
later when the French had a pushy general called Bonaparte.

Part JU: Nineteenth-Century Wars

In India, the jewel of the expanding Empire, threats developed requiring the
armed services to protect British interests. Even the Crimean War, the British
army’s only European involvement during the period, was fought to prevent
Imperial Russia expanding its influence into the Mediterranean and so posing
a threat to British India. In fact, what became known as the ‘Great Game’, the
nineteenth-century equivalent of the Cold War, played out between Great
Britain and Russia in Central Asia. Other European nations were eager to
enhance their status by acquiring colonies, mainly in Africa, and this meant
that the British acquired additional colonies they did not want, simply to pre-
vent them being used by potentially hostile powers. Improved weapons sys-
tems completely altered the way wars were fought and hinted at the
industrialised killing that would take place during the twentieth century.
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Part U: The First World War

In 1914 the young men of Europe rushed eagerly to war, hoping that they
were not too late to miss an adventure that would, they thought, be over by
Christmas. Their reward was four long years of horror and killing. The only
thing that broke the deadlock was the tank, a British invention. The war
engulfed much of Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. The British Empire
expanded a little further, but at a cost of one million casualties and a dam-
aged economy.

Part Vl: The Second World War
(and Beyond)

Years of political neglect left the British army unprepared for the Second
World War. The only area in which Great Britain maintained a lead was in the
theoretical application of armoured warfare; the German army absorbed these
ideas practically. Following the defeat of the French army in 1940, the British
Expeditionary Force had to be evacuated from mainland Europe. The
Japanese had captured Hong Kong, Malaya, and Singapore and occupied most
of Burma. But from 1943 onwards the British army and its allies began to make
real progress. They defeated the enemy in North Africa, Sicily, Italy, Normandy,
and North West Europe, as well as finally winning against the Japanese. Post-
war, the army’s tasks included policing an orderly withdrawal from the
Empire, a commitment to its NATO allies during the European Cold War, and a
number of wars as well as internal security and peacekeeping tasks.

Part Vll: The Part of Tens

This part contains information worth remembering when it comes to any dis-
cussion on British military history. As you can gather from this book, British
military history goes back a great distance and lots of things have happened
that most people have long since forgotten. So the lists in this part contain
ten important battles, ten of the best generals, and ten military museums
worth visiting, together with my reasons for thinking they are the best. Even
if you don’t agree with my selections, they may give you food for thought.

Icons Used in This Book

History — especially military history — isn’t just about telling stories. What
you really want to know about campaigns, battles, and weapons is high-
lighted by icons indicating something special about the text they appear
with:
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Military history is full of good stories, not all of which are necessarily true.
Check them out for yourself!

The good, the bad, and the ugly of the British army and its enemies. This icon
highlights the most influential warriors in the book.

This icon gets down to the nitty-gritty of the main event — how campaigns
were planned and how battles were fought. This icon signifies the hottest
action.

These are key points to remember for making sense of the action that follows
on the battlefield.

Want to know how armies were equipped, what tactics they used, and what
weapons systems were operated? Then this icon is for you! Memorise a few
and show off (but feel free to skip over them if you’re not such a military
techie)!

Where to Go from Here

You don’t have to start on the first page and read right through the book. You
know what interests you best; just look in the Table of Contents to find it. You
don’t have to read the chapter before or the chapter after if you don’t want
to. Not like school at all, is it?
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In this part . . .

Fe Romans put Britain on the map, militarily speaking.
During their period of occupation those areas of the
mainland that became England and Wales enjoyed an
unequalled period of peace and prosperity. When the
legions left, wave after wave of invaders took their place:
Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Vikings, Danes, and finally the
Normans.

The Normans established a strong central government in
England, controlling the land with numerous castles and
armoured knights. In turn, they became absorbed into the
population. During the later Middle Ages, British battles
were dominated by English or Welsh archers, armed with
a deadly longbow that sent continental nobility tumbling
by the score. The longbow was also used during the Wars
of the Roses, which saw the English aristocracy come
close to wiping each other out.




Chapter 1
Small Islands with Lots of Clout

In This Chapter

Ticking off who Britain fought, and when (clue: watch out for the French!)

Exploring weapons and tactics
Discovering regimental spirit

Understanding the modern British army’s role

Fe British Isles may be geographically small on the world stage, but they
have packed some serious clout over the centuries. This opening chapter
looks at some of the reasons behind this, offering up some of the themes you
can read about by delving further into this book.

The British (historically the English, Scottish, Welsh, Irish, and Manx) live in
a small group of islands off the west coast of Europe. They have a reputation
for being courteous, considerate, fair minded, law abiding, stolid, a little
reserved, and gifted with an ironic sense of humour. In general this picture
holds true, although visitors may not think so if they penetrate the centres of
some metropolitan areas on a Saturday night! There, they can see a ritual that
forms part of the mating game. Phase I involves lots of alcoholic drink. Phase
II, which can be optional, involves fisticuffs and shouting. Phase IIl involves
the actual acquisition of a mate. It’s all a little raucous and ’twas ever thus.
Had it been otherwise, Sir Robert Peel would not have founded the police
force. This kind of event probably reminds visitors that the British do have a
robust history. As you can read in Chapter 2, the first general historical
record of Britons involves a scrap or two with Julius Caesar and his Roman
boys. Since then, the British appear to have fought among themselves, gone
on to fight everyone else, and left their bones on every one of the world’s
continents.
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Checking Out Britain’s Wars
Through the Ages

Ready for a whistle-stop tour of action seen by British soldiers over the cen-
turies? If you want to find out more about the historical build-up or aftermath
of these campaigns, a useful companion volume is Sean Lang’s British History
For Dummies (Wiley) — although the basics you need to know are outlined in
this book. OK, here goes with the action.

Part I of this book shows you that apart from squabbles between neighbour-
ing kingdoms, the first British wars were against invaders, including the
Romans, the Saxons, the Vikings, and the Danes. Then William and his
Normans did a bit of conquering of the British Isles, and the Middle Ages
really got into their stride with a lot of dynastic wars, mainly with the French,
although the Scots, Welsh, and Irish came in for trouble, too. The Gunpowder
Revolution (detailed in Chapter 5) more or less coincided with the wars of
religion on the continent, in which the British played a comparatively minor
role, save at sea. On the other hand, the residue of these spilled over into the
British Civil Wars (see Chapter 6). In their turn, these indicated the need for a
British Regular Army (the formation of which is outlined in Chapter 7). The
eighteenth century found that army entangled in several dynastic wars on
the continent and in various places around the world, including the West
Indies, North America, and India (covered in Chapter 8). Most of these
involved fighting the French, but other opponents existed too, including
Jacobite rebels at home and American colonists across the Atlantic (see
Chapter 9).

The French Revolution triggered 22 years of war, with one short break (more
on the Revolution and Napoleonic Wars in Chapters 10 and 11). During these
years the British army fought in the Low Countries, Ireland, Egypt, Spain,
Portugal, France, North and South America, and South Africa. The long series
of victories that Wellington won during the Peninsula War and at Waterloo
improved the army’s popularity at home and enhanced its reputation abroad.

On the other side of the world was another British army, but this one
belonged to a commercial organisation: In India the Honourable East India
Company ran its own army, subdivided into the Bombay, Madras, and Bengal
armies. These consisted mainly of regiments composed of Indian soldiers,
plus a handful of European regiments, which were as near as the British ever
got to having their own foreign legion. During the middle of the nineteenth
century the British Empire began to expand at an unprecedented rate. The
Honourable East India Company fought wars in Afghanistan, Scinde, and the
Punjab (see Chapter 12). The mutiny of most of the Bengal army’s Indian regi-
ments resulted in savage fighting and atrocities committed by both sides, but



Chapter 1: Small Islands with Lots of Clout

gMBER

WMBER
@&
&

was finally crushed (as explained in Chapter 14). After this the British govern-
ment assumed responsibility for India and reorganised the Indian army. It
fought another major war in Afghanistan and a large part of its strength was
always deployed on the restless North West Frontier (see Chapter 15).

The Crimean War was the only occasion when the British army was commit-
ted to a European war during the nineteenth century. This war was notable
for the bravery and fortitude of the troops and for the bungling of the govern-
ment departments responsible for running the army (outlined in Chapter 13).
The war was also the first occasion on which war correspondents were able
to report what was taking place at the front, and saw the appearance of the
war photographer.

The army was almost continuously employed in various parts of Africa from
1868 until 1902 (more on this in Chapter 16). It fought the Zulus in South
Africa, the Ashanti on the west coast of the continent, the Egyptians in Egypt,
and the dervishes in the Sudan. Some people may think that because the
British were fighting poorly equipped native armies their task was an easy
one. It was not. Both in Africa and other parts of the world, the British army
was invariably outnumbered by a very wide margin, fought its battles far
from any possible source of help, and knew that if it lost the best its sur-
vivors faced was to be massacred on the spot. Britain was also involved in
two wars against the Boers, who had their own ideas about how wars should
be fought: The first war was short and sharp and resulted in a Boer victory;
the second was prolonged and involved considerable effort on the part of the
British Empire before the Boers submitted.

During the First World War the British army expanded to many times its
former size. It fought on the Western Front, the Dardanelles, in Egypt,
Palestine, Mesopotamia, Italy, Salonika, and Germany’s former colonies (Part
V). It sustained horrific casualties, but solved many of the problems of indus-
trialised warfare by inventing the tank, and it finally led the Allied advance
that broke German resistance on the Western Front in 1918.

Political neglect ensured that the army entered the Second World War under
strength and ill-equipped. In fact, it did not reach a condition capable of tack-
ling a first-class enemy until mid-1942. The first phase of the war ended with
the humiliation of the British army being evacuated from Norway, Dunkirk,
Greece, and Crete. It subsequently fought successful campaigns in North
Africa, the Middle East, Tunisia, Sicily, Italy, Normandy, and northwest
Europe. In the Far East, preparations for war were even less satisfactory. The
easy victories that the Japanese won in Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, and
Burma damaged British prestige so seriously that even the subsequent com-
plete destruction of the Japanese army group in Burma did not quite make up
for them. This proved to be a factor in the transition from Empire to
Commonwealth (read more in Part VI).

11
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Moving with the Times: Key Strategies
through History

Weapons, of course, play a major part in the way wars are fought, and the
British army has seen many changes in both weapons and tactics. In more
than 2000 years, the British have managed to produce their fair share of inno-
vations. As you can find out in Chapter 2, Caesar didn’t like the Britons’ chari-
ots one bit. The longbow (put through its paces in Chapter 4) was a uniquely
British battle winner and in some ways actually a better weapon than the
musket that took its place. Its rate of fire was certainly faster and it was more
accurate. The effect of an arrow storm on packed enemy ranks was devastat-
ing. So why bother to change? Here are some reasons:

v Artillery outranged the archers.

v Muskets also had a longer range than longbows, even if they were less
accurate.

v~ The kinetic energy stored in a musket ball was sufficient to fell a man or
a horse or punch a hole through the best plate armour.

As the quality of the musket improved, the British army developed its own
approach to infantry firepower. The infantry of other nations formed a three-
deep battle line or attacked in column (see Part IIl), but the British preferred
to fight in a two-rank line enabling more muskets to be deployed on the addi-
tional frontage. They also preferred to deliver precise volleys at close quar-
ters, then charge with the bayonet while the enemy was disordered. When
attacked by cavalry, they formed squares four ranks deep, bristling with bayo-
nets. These were almost impossible to break and emphasised the stubborn
streak of those forming them.

When it came to inventing the tank in the early twentieth century, the British
beat the French by a short head (read more about tank development in Part
V). The tank changed the nature of land warfare altogether, a fact that British
governments of the 1920s and early 1930s completely ignored. They starved
the army of funds and, apart from the development of a few prototypes, tank
production stagnated. Far-sighted officers like Major General J.F.C. Fuller con-
tinued to promote their theories on mechanised warfare, which the Germans
gratefully put into practice (as discovered in Chapter 20). When the govern-
ment of the day finally accepted that Hitler was a dangerous maniac bent on
reversing the verdict of the First World War, it embarked on a tank production
programme that was too little too late and none too cleverly thought out.
Instead of concentrating on one general-purpose tank for mass production, it
decided it needed three different types:
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v The light tank for colonial warfare and reconnaissance
v The cruiser tank intended to equip the armoured divisions

v The infantry tank, heavily armoured and slow to support infantrymen

By the end of the Second World War British tank production had caught up
with itself. Indeed, in the field of assault engineering Major General Sir Percy
Hobart’s 79th Armoured Division, the largest division in the army, actually led
\BER the world (mentioned in Chapter 23).
“&
& Other factors that influence the way the army fights its battles are terrain and
climate. Over the centuries, for the British army these have included the:

v Forests of North America

v Jungles of the Far East

v Mountains of the North West Frontier
v Temperate landscapes of Europe

v Veldt of South Africa

v Wastes of the Western Desert

In all of these places, and many more, it has been forced to adapt its skills
and operate in temperatures that fry the brain or freeze it.

Remembering the Regiment:
Traditions and Spirit

Q&N\BEH One highly prized and much admired asset possessed by the British and

& some Commonwealth armies is an intangible quality defined as regimental
spirit. It is rooted in many things — a sense of family, comradeship, geographi-
cal background, tradition, pride in achievement, continuity, uniform, and a
conviction that however good other regiments may seem, one’s own is better.

The army encourages regimental spirit in a number of ways. It holds regimen-
tal days to commemorate famous battles. The officers’ and sergeants’ messes
(quarters) contain portraits, paintings of battles, silverware donated by past
members, trophies, scrapbooks, and photograph albums. In addition, the offi-
cers’ mess houses the regimental Colours (flags) and the caskets containing
the illuminated Freedom scrolls that towns and cities in the regiment’s
recruiting area present, confirming their citizens’ esteem for the regiment and
granting it the privilege of marching through with Colours flying, drums beat-
ing, and bayonets fixed.
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Regimental spirit is tribal, and intentionally so. It has been proven time and
time again that a regiment that fought well at Blenheim or Minden or
Waterloo or any other hard-fought battle instinctively fights just as well when
the going gets rough elsewhere. To put the concept at its simplest, the lad -
or these days, the lady — needs to prove he’s as good as his dad.

Realising the Army’s Role in
the Modern World

Since 1945 the British army has played a number of roles, often simultane-
ously. During this time of ‘peace’, the British army has:
v Overseen an orderly withdrawal from Empire

v Played a major part in the Cold War against the communist bloc in
Europe

v Fought major wars in Korea, the Falkland Islands, the Persian Gulf, and
Iraq

v Conducted successful jungle campaigns in Malaya and Borneo
v Carried out protracted counter-terrorist operations in Ulster

v Been involved in peace-keeping operations in the Balkans and elsewhere

Chapter 25 considers the army’s role since the Second World War.



Chapter 2

Swords, Sandals, and
Geometry: The Romans

In This Chapter

Warring ancient Britons: Up to 55 BC
Julius Caesar’s raids: 55 and 54 BC
The Roman invasion: 43 AD

Revolting Britons — Caratacus and Boudicca: 43-61 AD
Defending the empire: 43-410 AD

Fle earliest warriors in Britain wouldn’t have been an army as we now
recognise it. They didn’t fight for the ‘British army’ — they fought for their
own tribes and chiefs — and they didn’t wear a recognised uniform as such
(although being a fierce chap with a spear and a shield may have suggested
to others exactly what his occupation was!). Fighting among themselves was
one thing, but in the first century BC, a whole new way of war came to the
British Isles — the Roman way of war.

The Roman army was the finest in the world in its time and experienced no
real difficulty in conquering and holding down much of the British mainland.
The Britons, however, were no slouches at fighting and made the Romans pay
a high price for their success. Nevertheless, when the dust settled and
Roman and Briton had learned to live together, for three centuries the island
enjoyed a happy and comfortable lifestyle.

British armies fought the battles detailed in this chapter with the following
troop types (for more on the Roman armies facing the British, see the later
sidebar, ‘The Roman army’):

1 Nobles: The ultimate in barbaric chic, British nobles dressed well for
battle. Many wore mail coats (capable of deflecting sword blows),
sported helmets, and carried shields for protection. Some fought
mounted, others in chariots, hurling spears and using skilful swordplay.
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v Warriors: Armed with spears, shields, and swords, the bulk of British
armies comprised warriors who charged fiercely towards their enemies,
hoping to break their ranks at the first, violent clash.

v~ Skirmishers: A skirmisher’s job was to harry the enemy, rushing forward
and throwing javelins, or hurling stones from a sling. The Britons did not
seem fond of the bow at this time.

Fighting from the Start:
The Ancient Britons

Ugg (as I call my ‘average’ ancient Briton) lived long, long ago in what people
call the mists of time. Ugg and his chums were not just brilliant engineers,
able to construct such immense structures as Stonehenge and Silbury Hill.
They were also capable of advanced mathematical calculations and laid out
stone circles (ovals actually) with such accuracy that they functioned as cal-
endars. Many circles still exist today (see Sean Lang’s British History For
Dummies for more information). However, Ugg’s contemporaries have left us
no written records, so we have to guess much of what went on. As far as
fighting was concerned, Ugg learned very quickly that the family unit pro-
duced better results than individuals, and that lots of families working
together overcame a single family. In this way the fribe was born and its best
fighters led it into battle. In due course, neighbouring tribes joined together
to form local kingdoms.

As the centuries passed, stone weapons became bronze ones, and then iron
(each progressively sharper or stronger than the last). Table 2-1 gives a
breakdown of the broad dates of these eras (along with the Roman period).
Excavations at royal grave sites have unearthed swords, spears, helmets, and
shields crafted to an extremely high standard, but the ordinary folk had to
make do with whatever they could get.

Table 2-1 The Earliest Periods in British History
Years Period

¢12000-c2750 BC Stone Age (Neolithic)

¢2750—c750 BC Bronze Age

¢750 BC-43 AD Iron Age

43-c410 AD Roman Age
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One uniquely British weapon system of the Iron Age, long discarded as obso-
lete in the Middle East, was the chariot, made from wicker and drawn by two
horses. Chariots were the property of the nobility and, handled properly,
could be remarkably effective (as the Romans were to find out — see ‘Caesar
Seizes an Opportunity”). Nor were the psychological aspects of warfare for-
gotten. Warriors covered their faces and bodies with strange patterns made
with a blue vegetable dye called woad. Even hardened professionals like the
Romans found themselves taken aback by their appearance.

The one element of Iron Age warfare still visible today are the hill forts. These
consist of a concentric series of ditches and banks, the latter surmounted by
stout fences, enclosing the summit of a large hill. Sometimes, the entrance
followed a winding route through the banks to expose an attacker to a con-
stant rain of missiles. The largest such fort in Europe is Maiden Castle, near
Dorchester in Dorset, which is still an impressive sight.

Caesar Seizes an Opportunity

Unlike the Britons, the Romans had a written history, and we know that Julius
Caesar (in the first century BC) described the Britons as a wild, hairy lot.
Those Britons living closest to the Continent were the most civilised, he felt,
while the tribes living in the interior lived on milk and meat and still dressed
in skins.

The first recorded mention of Britons in battle comes from Julius Caesar, who
wrote of encountering Britons while trying to conquer Gaul (modern-day
France). A priesthood known as the Druids, who exercised immense influence
in Britain and Gaul, had sent these Britons. The Druids collected and stored
severed heads in the same way modern people collect postage stamps. For a
real treat they constructed huge wicker men, stuffing live criminals into the
limbs and torso, then setting fire to them. The British population feared,
respected, and honoured the Druids, who regularly adjudicated in tribal
disputes.

The Druids, well aware that Rome did not tolerate an alternative power in any
land it conquered, violently opposed Caesar. They arranged for British tribes
to support the Gauls in every way possible, including the provision of fight-
ing men. In so doing, they placed Britain on the military historian’s map for
the first time, for during the summer of 55 BC Julius Caesar decided to cross
the Channel and teach the Britons a lesson.

17
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Caesar’s first raid, 55 BC

Caesar took with him two Roman legions (see the sidebar ‘The Roman army’
for information about the strength of a legion). His first landfall across the
English Channel was a narrow beach between two cliffs, from which the
assembled Britons could hurl javelins and other missiles on to troops below,
so Caesar moved the invasion fleet seven miles along the coast to an open
shore. The enemy, led by their chariots and cavalry, followed him.

The Romans, shaken by the appearance of the wild, blue-painted Britons,
attempted to disembark on a deeply shelving seabed and found themselves
at an immediate disadvantage. Caesar ordered his war galleys to close in on
the Britons’ right flank. Unused to the strange craft and subjected to the fire
of Roman archers, slingers, and powerful bolt-firing catapults known as ballis-
tae, the Britons withdrew a little way. Seeing this, the Eagle bearer of the
Roman 10th Legion (the legion’s standard bearer) jumped down into the
water, shouting for his comrades to follow if they didn’t want to be involved
in the disgrace of losing their standard. Caesar ordered the warships’ boats
to support them. Gradually more and more troops came ashore and formed a
coherent line. As order had replaced confusion, the legions charged. When
the Britons broke and fled, Caesar regretted that he was unable to mount a
proper pursuit as his cavalry was still at sea.

Some days later, a gale seriously damaged many of the Roman ships and pre-

vented the cavalry from landing. Shortly after, the 7th Legion left camp to cut
corn and while its men were working in scattered parties, British cavalry and

chariots attacked. The legion was barely holding its own when Caesar arrived
with a relief force, enabling the legion to disengage and withdraw safely.

The Britons were well aware that Caesar had a limited number of troops at
his disposal. The fact that he was nearing the end of his supplies and that his
ships were still being repaired was also apparent. The Britons despatched
messengers in every direction, expressing confidence that they could capture
the Roman camp and organise booty galore for everyone. Some days later,
having assembled a huge force of infantry and cavalry, they approached the
camp. Caesar drew up both legions in battle formation and after a brief fight
the Britons fled. The legionaries, lacking cavalry, conducted their pursuit on
foot as far as they were able, killed a number of their opponents, and set fire
to every building over a wide area.

Later in the day, the British leaders hurriedly asked for peace (they’d tried
this earlier in the campaign, too, later going back on their word). Caesar
demanded twice the number of hostages offered, to secure lasting peace.
What he did not tell the Britons was that, worried by the prospect of further
gales, he had already decided to re-embark his troops that very night. Setting
sail shortly after midnight, the invasion fleet reached the continent without
incident. End of round one.



Chapter 2: Swords, Sandals, and Geometry: The Romans

Caesar made a number of very interesting observations regarding the
Britons’ use of chariots, which had unsettled his soldiers. Manned by a war-
rior and a driver, they operated at speed over the steepest hillsides. They
could halt suddenly, enabling the warrior to run along the pole, stand on the
yoke, and hurl a spear at the enemy. Alternatively, several warriors jumped
down from the chariot and fought on foot while the drivers waited close by to
pick them up if things began to go wrong. In this way, Caesar commented, they
combined the mobility of cavalry with the staying power of infantry. These are
the virtues of mounted infantry, but it was the better part of two millennia
before they became apparent again (see Chapter 7 for more information).

Caesar’s second raid, 54 BC

For his next expedition to Britain, Caesar assembled no fewer than five
legions and 2000 cavalrymen. Landing unopposed in the area of modern
Sandwich in Kent, locals told him that the Britons had assembled to prevent
him getting ashore, but had dispersed in alarm on seeing the size of his inva-
sion fleet.

Unfortunately, Caesar’s account of subsequent operations is briefer than one
would wish, given that he penetrated much deeper into Britain. He estab-
lished a fortified camp and started marching inland. British horsemen and
chariots emerged from the wooded countryside to harass the legions, but the
Roman cavalry drove them off.

Many Britons retired into a hill fort on rising ground near Canterbury, Kent
(see ‘Fighting from the Start: The Ancient Britons’, earlier in this chapter, for
more on hill forts). The veteran Roman 7th Legion formed a testudo (meaning
‘tortoise”) by locking shields to provide protection, and beneath this built up
a ramp of timber, earth, and brushwood against the fort’s defences.
Simultaneously, a barrage of ballista (catapult) bolts, arrows, and sling shots
forced the defenders to keep their heads down. Once the ramp was high
enough, the legion rushed the defences and stormed the fort.

Caesar learned that one of the most powerful British kings, Cassivelaunus,
had taken charge of the forces opposing him. Cassivelaunus, unwilling to
engage in a pitched battle, retreated steadily but ambushed the Roman
columns on every possible occasion, causing some loss. Caesar recognised
that he would have to follow the Briton into his own territory, which lay
north of the river Thames. We do not know the precise site where the legions
forded the river. Wherever it was, the legionaries must have crossed at low
tide, and even then the water came up to their necks. Cassivelaunus asked
the Kentish tribes to launch an attack on Caesar’s base camp. Some did, but
the Romans beat them off without difficulty.
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The Roman army

The backbone of the Roman army was its
legions. A legion had a nominal strength of 6000
men, although 4,800 was nearer to the real
strength of most legions. Each legion had its
own number, name, badge, and traditions, just
like a modern regiment, and possessed a strong
esprit de corps. A legion was under the com-
mand of six tribunes, who were often young
sprigs of the nobility required to perform a
period of military service before entering poli-
tics. The legion’s internal organisation consisted
of 60 centuries, each of 80 men commanded by
a centurion. Two centuries made up a maniple
and three maniples made up a cohort. The six
centuries of the first cohort contained the
legion’s administrative and specialist personnel,
so possessed more men than the other cohorts.
The centurion commanding the 1st century of
No 1 cohort was the legion’s senior soldier, and
generals and military tribunes regularly sought
the opinions of senior centurions and were wise
to respect them. On duty centurions carried a
short club, serving as a badge of office and a
means of enforcing discipline.

The legionary was a long-service regular sol-
dier. He wore a reddish, knee-length tunic and
a matching cloak or blanket. His leather-
mounted strip armour buckled on above the
tunic, around the body, and across the shoul-
ders. Each legion wore its own type of helmet.
The legionary protected his legs with greaves
(rather like soccer shinpads) and carried an
oblong, convex shield. His weapons included
the pilum (a throwing spear that bent when
it stuck in an opponent’s shield, making it

impossible to remove effectively), and a short,
two-edged stabbing sword slung on the right of
the body, called a gladius. Nothing pleased a
legionary more than a barbarian enemy who
slashed with his weapons, for as he raised his
right arm he left his side unprotected against a
very rapid Roman stab that was more often
fatal than not. In peacetime the legionary
trained constantly with weapons twice the
weight of those he fought with, and on route
marches he carried twice the weight he car-
ried on campaign. He was, in short, the ideal
professional soldier — highly trained, fit, hard,
disciplined, and proud of his legion.

Other elements within the legion included a
mounted detachment about 40 strong, and a
ballista detachment. The mounted men were
despatch riders, escorts, and prisoner guards
rather than cavalry in the true sense. The bal-
lista was a light catapult that fired bolts over a
distance and provided what we now call fire
support when attacking an enemy position. It
was powered by twisted rope and carried in a
cart.

The Roman army also contained a large number
of auxiliary cohorts and cavalry units, recruited
from the non-Roman peoples of the Roman
Empire for their particular skills. For example,
Cretan archers and slingers were recruited
from the Balearic Islands. Other men were
recruited among strong swimmers from
Batavia, present-day Holland.

By now, the legions had reached Cassivelaunus’s stronghold, a hill fort near
present-day Wheathampstead in Hertfordshire, and they stormed the fort
from two directions. This was too much for Cassivelaunus, who asked for
peace terms. He had to hand over hostages, agree to pay an annual tribute to
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the Roman government, and promise not to harass other British tribes who
were on good terms with Rome. Satisfied with subduing the Britons, Caesar
marched his troops back to the coast and embarked for the continent.

The Roman Invasion, AD 43

,\31 RATQ,;

It was 97 years after Caesar’s second raid that the Roman army returned to
Britain. By this time, the middle of the first century AD, a number of reasons
existed for wanting to add Britain to the Roman Empire. These included:

v The British Isles carried potential wealth, including valuable deposits of
tin, copper, and lead.

v The southeastern corner of the island, closest to the continent, had
become the powerful kingdom of the Cantiaci — and a powerful kingdom
so close to the empire wasn’t a threat to ignore.

v Malcontents from the Empire found refuge in Britain and used it as a
base for their own activities.

v The glory of the Emperor.

Enough was enough, the Romans decided to act.

Harvesting a landing

A general named Aulus Plautius was tasked with the invasion of AD 43. His
invasion force numbered four legions with 25,000 men, plus an equal number
serving in auxiliary units. They crossed the Channel in three divisions, land-
ing at Richborough, Dover, and Lympne. The Britons did not oppose the land-
ing, because while they had anticipated the Romans’ arrival and actually
assembled to meet them, the invasion was so long delayed that the Britons
dispersed to bring in the harvest. When the Romans did eventually land, the
British leaders, two princes named Tugodumnus and Caratacus, sons of the
late King Cunobelinus (Shakespeare’s Cymbeline), had to get everyone
together again.

The three Roman divisions joined together and marched west. They found
the Britons drawn up in strength on the far bank of the river Medway, close
to the site of modern Rochester, in Kent. During the night, Plautius sent his
Batavian swimmers (see sidebar ‘The Roman army’, earlier in this chapter)
across the river, downstream of the enemy. At dawn, the startled Britons
streamed out of their camp to attack, led by their chariots. A hail of javelins
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and arrows met them, aimed not at the men but at their horses. The attack
broke down in such confusion that the campaign’s Roman historian com-
mented, ‘not even the charioteers could save themselves’. For the rest of the
day the Britons contented themselves with containing the bridgehead. That
night, the 2nd Legion under the command of Flavius Vespasian (a future
Emperor) crossed the river upstream, using boats and locally built rafts.
When the bridgehead was secure, the legionary engineers constructed a
bridge. By dawn, two legions and some auxiliary units were in the bridgehead
and had formed a line of battle facing downstream, while a third was crossing
the bridge, and the fourth was marching towards it. Realising that the
Romans had tricked them, the Britons launched a furious attack. For a while
the issue hung in the balance, but the Batavians in their rear unsettled the
Britons and finally they broke. The battle had offered the Britons their best
chance of defeating the invaders and that opportunity was never repeated. In
addition, Tugodumnus sustained mortal wounds.

Bring on the elephants!

The Romans established a camp and in due course the Emperor Claudius
joined them, bringing with him part of the 8th Legion as reinforcements and a
personal escort provided by his own bodyguard, the Praetorian Guard. If all
this did not impress the Britons, they must have marvelled at the elephants
the emperor brought with him, probably the first ever to set foot on British
soil. Claudius remained in Britain for just 16 days. Having inspected his new
domain and shown its inhabitants who would be running things from then on,
he departed, and the process of conquest resumed.

The legions fanned out to the west and north. Vespasian’s 2nd Legion
stormed Maiden Castle near Dorchester, and in Essex other Roman troops
stormed Camulodunum (Colchester). Like a rising tide, the area under Roman
rule spread steadily. By AD 49 it extended as far north as Lincoln and Chester.

Caratacus, the first British hero

Caratacus (King Cunobelinus’s son) survived the defeat on the Medway and
the subsequent fighting north of the Thames, but the Romans drove him from
his lands. We know very little about him save that he was an implacable
enemy of Rome and possessed a charismatic personality, attracting followers
and enabling him to wage a sustained guerrilla war for years, mainly from the
mountains of Wales. Finally, in AD 50, he made the mistake of fighting a
pitched battle against the Romans rather than sticking to his successful guer-
rilla tactics. The site of this is uncertain, but it may have taken place some-
where on the Welsh border in Shropshire.
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The Romans, now under the command of Ostorius Scapula, won a decisive
victory, forcing Caratacus to seek protection with Queen Cartimandua of the
Brigantes, the large tribe inhabiting most of northern England. The presence
of Caratacus, however, meant big trouble with the Romans that Cartimandua
just didn’t need, and she handed him over. He and his family went to Rome in
chains, but his dignity and courage in adversity won sincere respect. The
Emperor Claudius granted Caratacus his life and freedom, although he had to
spend the rest of his days in Rome. Tales of his deeds live on in Wales, as
does the Welsh version of his name, Caradoc.

Setting London Ablaze: The
Boudiccan Rebellion

The Druids were still active throughout Britain and were a constant source of
trouble (see the earlier section ‘Caesar Seizes an Opportunity’ for why they
were so troublesome). Their power base was the island of Anglesey, off the
coast of North Wales, and in AD 61 the Governor of Britain, Suetonius
Paulinus, decided to eliminate them once and for all. He marched across
North Wales with the 14th and 20th Legions and auxiliary units. Lining the
shore of the island was a dense armed mass, including black-robed women
with dishevelled hair and flaming torches, screaming their heads off while the
Druids raised their hands to heaven and called down all manner of unpleas-
ant curses. They rained missiles on the legionaries, who found the prospect
of fighting women unsettling. The centurions urged them on, shields locked,
and the legions waded ashore.

The Britons put up frenzied resistance but were no match for disciplined
infantry. The Romans showed no mercy to the Druids or their womenfolk.
They hacked down the island’s sacred groves of trees and overturned the
sacrificial altars. This broke the power of the Druids for good — but at the
very moment of victory a mud-splattered messenger arrived with dreadful
news. The Iceni tribe of East Anglia had risen in revolt. They were kKilling
every Roman they found and burning every Roman settlement they came
across. Unless Suetonius acted quickly, the rebellion would spread to the rest
of Britain. The legions promptly recrossed the Straits and set out for East
Anglia.

Boudicca led the Iceni revolt. Her problems began when her husband, the
king of the Iceni, died; the Romans flogged her for protesting at their high-
handed methods of government. To ram home the message that she was no
longer in charge, they also raped her daughters and deprived local chiefs of
their hereditary lands. Boudicca, a tall woman of fierce expression and hair
that flowed to her waist, became the immediate focus of a violent rebellion.
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The rebels (Boudicca’s Iceni tribe and the neighbouring Trinovantes)
marched south towards the prosperous settlement of Colchester, which was
virtually defenceless. A 2000-strong detachment from the 9th Legion, based at
Lincoln, tried to deal with the situation, but the Iceni ambushed them and
wiped them out. The rebels burned Colchester to the ground and slaughtered
its inhabitants. The newly established port and business centre, London, suf-
fered the same fate, as did the smaller settlement of Verulamium (St Albans).
It began to look as though Boudicca was unstoppable.

In the meantime, Suetonius had been marching rapidly south along the line of
the present A5 trunk road. He picked up such reinforcements as he could
along the way and was kept informed as to Boudicca’s whereabouts and
movements. By now, she was moving northwest and the two armies met
somewhere in the Midlands. Just where, no one is quite sure, although the
Roman historian Tacitus tells us that Suetonius chose a position in a defile
with a wood behind him. Defile could mean the space between two rivers or
two hills, but it was probably the former as this would prevent Boudicca’s
much larger army working round the Roman flanks.

When the Britons swarmed to the attack, the legions adopted wedge forma-
tions, compressing the Britons so tightly that their superior numbers were
wasted and many were unable to use their weapons. A fearful slaughter
ensued. One source claims that as many as 80,000 Britons were killed, but
this is almost certainly a wild exaggeration. Roman losses included 400 killed
and twice that number wounded. Rather than suffer further humiliation or
capture, Boudicca and her daughters took poison. The Romans had deci-
sively crushed the rebellion, but the British had their first heroine and the
Romans had learned a painful lesson.

Policing Roman Britain

The Romans had come to stay. They covered Britain with a network of paved
roads that ran straight for mile after mile, up hill and down dale. Most can be
traced to this day and some form the foundation of modern trunk roads. The
Romans dotted the countryside with small forts and built great legionary
fortresses such as Lincoln, Caerleon, Chester, and York that are still impor-
tant towns and cities. Indeed, any modern place name that includes the ele-
ment -chester, -caster, or -cester indicates the site of a Roman camp or
fortification. This network helped to keep the Britons peaceful.

It wasn’t all plain sailing for the Romans; in total, the conquest of Britain took
41 years:
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v In AD 74-77 Petilius Cerealis, one of Emperor Vespasian’s ablest gener-
als, conquered the troublesome Silures in South Wales and the Brigantes
in northern England.

v In AD 77 Gnaeus Julius Agricola succeeded Cerealis and during a series
of campaigns, some of which the Roman fleet supported, advanced
north into Scotland (then known as Caledonia). The decisive battle was
in AD 83 at Mons Graupius, probably some miles northwest of Aberdeen,
which resulted in a shattering defeat for an alliance of Caledonian tribes.

The most enduring reminder of the Roman presence in Britain is Hadrian’s
Wall, stretching coast to coast for 73 miles from Bowness-on-Solway to
Wallsend-on-Tyne. Work on the wall commenced under Emperor Hadrian in

AD 122. Its construction took advantage of every cliff, crag, and steep hill on
its course, but where necessary a ditch fronted it. A milecastle, providing

The mystery of Legio IX Hispana

In AD 117 the 9th Legion marched north from its
base at York to deal with a tribal uprising in
Caledonia. After that date it vanishes altogether
from the Roman army's records. Some 1,800
years later, archaeologists digging at the Roman
city of Silchester in Berkshire discovered its
Eagle, with its wings stripped off. Was the legion
massacred somewhere in Scotland? And, if so,
how was its Eagle saved and carried into south-
ern England? If the Legion was destroyed, why
have later tiles bearing its stamp turned up in
Nijmegen? And what about later funerary altars
erected in memory of members of the Legion?
Do these fragments prove its continued exis-
tence after AD 1177

Rosemary Sutcliff provides one answer in her
fiction book The Eagle of the Ninth. In her story
the Legion has become badly disciplined and is
massacred. On learning that its Eagle is now
housed in a barbarian temple, the hero sets out
to recover it, which he succeeds in doing after
many adventures.

What is certain is that the 6th Legion was
shipped over from the continent to garrison

York. This happened shortly after the 9th
marched north and suggests that some sort of
disaster occurred for the 6th to be drafted in.
Some of the 9th may have survived whatever
took place, as someone took steps to preserve
the Eagle — the very symbol of the Legion’s
honour — in its final resting place in Silchester.
Alternatives to massacre are mutiny provoked
by bad leadership and flight in the face of the
enemy. The punishment for mutiny and cow-
ardice was decimation of the Legion, disband-
ment, dispersion, removal from the army’s list,
and withdrawal of the Eagle. In this case the
stripping of the Eagle’s wings looks like an inten-
tional slight, similar to the ceremonial breaking
of a disgraced officer’s sword.

If this happened, the 9th’s survivors were dis-
persed to other units. Those sent to Nijmegen,
probably from the Legion’s rear party in York,
may have defiantly continued to use the tile
stamp to emphasise their own innocence in the
affair. That's the best solution | can come up
with, and if you can think of a better one I'd like
to hear it!
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accommodation for 30 men, was situated every Roman mile along the wall’s
length, and equally spaced between the milecastles were two turrets. These
posts provided a complete signals system. Large fortified camps such as
Housesteads and Chesters were later established close behind the wall. The
wall was originally intended as a police and customs line, but it was capable
of acting as a springboard for vigorous counter-offensives to the north. It was
overwhelmed by the northern tribes in AD 197, 296, and 367, and extensive
repairs were required after each re-occupation. The Wall was finally aban-
doned when the Romans left Britain but its most dramatic sections, including
much of the fort at Housesteads, still exist.

By advancing further into Scotland, the Romans established a shorter fron-
tier than Hadrian’s Wall (requiring fewer troops to man it) between the Firths
of Clyde and Forth. They started this in AD 139, and also constructed a com-
parable but less durable defence line known as the Antonine Wall. The area
between the two walls was known as the province of Valentia. The problem
was that not only were the inhabitants far from friendly, the uplands pro-
duced less revenue than required to administer the province, and the garri-
son of the new wall was difficult to supply. In AD 158 Hadrian’s Wall became
the frontier again, and the Antonine Wall was abandoned.

The Legions Depart
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Following the disappearance of the 9th Legion (see the sidebar, ‘The mystery
of Legio IX Hispana’) the permanent garrison of Britain was set at three
legions at Caerleon, York, and Chester, plus a large number of auxiliary units,
making it the largest in the Roman Empire. The only other province to boast
three legions was Judea, a noted trouble spot. We can be sure that if Britain
had not paid its way, the Romans would have abandoned it. In fact, the mili-
tary governorship of the province was regarded as one of the Roman army’s
plum jobs.

As the generations passed and the benefits of living within the empire
became apparent, the Roman army was seen less as an army of occupation,
and simply as an army. Eventually, Britons were permitted to enlist, and some
British auxiliary units went to serve in other parts of the Empire.

Latterly, the Roman Empire outgrew its ability to defend itself, as empires do.
In Britain, pressure from sea-borne raiders from across the North Sea added
to pressure from the Caledonian tribes (there’s more on those pesky North
Sea raiders in Chapter 3). An officer entitled the Count of Saxon Shore
became responsible for the defence of the east coast and built a chain of



Chapter 2: Swords, Sandals, and Geometry: The Romans 2 7

forts and signal stations for the purpose (a fine example of a Roman coastal
fort exists at Portchester on the south coast, incorporating a medieval castle
that was subsequently built within the defences).

Towards the end of the Roman period, mobility to counter raiders became
important, and cavalry replaced infantry as the most important part of the
Roman army.

In the end barbarian pressure on the empire’s European frontiers became too
much to withstand. In AD 407, Emperor Constantine IIl began withdrawing
troops from Britain. Within a couple of years, the last of them had gone and
Roman Britain was no more.
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Chapter 3

Arthur, Alfred, and Aethelstan:
The Dark Ages

In This Chapter
The English invasions: 450-500
The battles of King Arthur: 516-537
The emergence of England: 716-796
The Viking wars: c800-1035

Fe six centuries following the departure of the Roman legions (see
Chapter 2) witnessed the virtual extinction of Roman culture in the
British Isles, which successive waves of invaders swamped. This era — known
as the Dark Ages — saw little military knowledge gained in Britain, and much
that had been learned from the Romans was lost.

év(,N\BEH Britons during the Dark Ages were just one tribe fighting to control the
<

islands — Saxons, Angles, and Jutes; Picts and Caledonians; and Irish armies
all fought to control the British mainland. The Dark Ages was the era in which
tribal groupings formed the small kingdoms that later evolved into the king-
doms of England (populated by Saxons), Scotland (the artists formerly
known as the Picts and Caledonians), Ireland, and Wales (the last stronghold
of the Britons, who became known to the Saxons as the Welsh).

British armies in the Dark Ages (along with their enemies) consisted of local
kings, their retainers and family, and men of military age, armed according to
their status. Not everything stood still though - chariots were no longer used,
and generally horses were used to convey men to the battlefield rather than
as cavalry mounts.
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(Not) Welcoming New Arvivals:
Angles, Saxons, and Jutes

When the Romans left at the start of the fifth century AD, the problems facing
the Romano-Britons (Britons living in the Roman way after the legions left)
were numerous:

v They lacked a central authority with the ability to raise taxes to use to
establish a standing army.

v They did not agree on the best way to govern themselves.

v They were unable to defend themselves, after centuries of soft living
under Roman protection.

Meanwhile, Saxons continued to raid at will (they had started back in
Chapter 2!) and were joined by three more groups, the Angles from north-
western Europe, the Jutes from the Jutland peninsula, and the Picts from the
north. The Romano-Britons had to do something very quickly.

Among those who had risen to the top of the Romano-British pile was an
influential leader named Vortigern. In about AD 450 he decided to invite two
Saxon chiefs, Hengist and Horsa, to provide protection against the raiders in
exchange for permission to settle in Kent. This was rather like asking profes-
sional criminals to look after the family silver. On arrival in Kent, Hengist and
Horsa promptly reached the conclusion that life in Britain was good and that
Britain was there for the taking. They invited large numbers of their chums to
join them and turned on their hosts. But they encountered some resistance
and in AD 455 the Romano-Britons killed Horsa at the Battle of Aylesford, on
the river Medway.

Such isolated successes were too few to hold back the Saxon flood sweeping
across southeastern England. The raiders eagerly stripped Romano-British
towns of their riches and burned them down. Anyone unwilling to submit
they killed or drove off their land, while the inhabitants of towns and villages
took refuge in the ancient hill forts (see Chapter 2) and made them defensible
again. As farmers, the Saxons were not interested in towns save as a source
of plunder. Consequently, the towns crumbled to ruins and even when qui-
eter times returned, many centuries passed before they recovered anything
like their original population.

By the end of the century, the Saxons controlled all of southeastern England.
They already possessed Kent and their later acquisitions provided the names
for future counties: Essex (the East Saxons); Middlesex (the Middle Saxons);
and Sussex (the South Saxons). Add to this Surrey and Hampshire, the latter
forming the basis of the powerful West Saxon kingdom of Wessex, and you
can see how tight was the Saxon hold on the southeast of the island.
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Meanwhile, the Jutes had established themselves on the Isle of Wight and the
Angles had taken over in what became Norfolk and Suffolk (respectively the
North and South Folk).

Riding to the Rescue: King Arthur

With the Saxons and their chums on the up (see the preceding section), the
future looked wretched for the Romano-Britons. Few suspected that they
were about to produce a leader of legendary fame.

Yet little doubt exists that a Romano-British leader of real military ability did
live at about this time. In the early part of the ninth century a monk named
Nennius compiled a book called Historia Britonum. He drew on many earlier
sources from all over England, Wales, and Ireland. He tells us that a certain
Arthur became the Britons’ dux bellorum (war leader) and that he was the
victor in 12 major battles against the Saxons; significantly, Nennius does not
refer to Arthur as ‘king’. Of Arthur’s victories, Mount Badon, fought in AD 517
near Badbury in Wiltshire, is the best known and seems to have halted the
Saxon advance for the better part of a generation.

In all probability Arthur was a charismatic leader who managed to persuade
other leaders from various parts of Britain that their only hope of survival lay
in cooperation. He probably created an alliance of equals, hence the refer-
ence to the Round Table that has filtered down the years. For an alliance
between leaders in different parts of Britain, it made sense to form a strategic
mounted reserve to deploy from one threatened area to another, particularly
as the sites of Nennius’s 12 battles range across a wide area, including one
fought in Scotland. This may be the original version of King Arthur’s knights.
Nothing is certain, however, not even the name Arthur, for our sources rely
on the misty realm of Welsh and Cornish folk memory.

Following Arthur’s death in about AD 534 (at the hands of his blood relative,
Mordred, according to legend), the Saxons renewed their inexorable advance
across Britain. The Romano-Britons were forced steadily west until all they
possessed were Cornwall, Wales, Cumbria, and Strathclyde. Small wonder
that they spoke wistfully of Good King Arthur’s golden days and promised
each other that one day he would return.

Carving Up Saxon England

One reason the Saxon invaders did not press on into the western extremities of
the mainland was that the land was less fertile in these regions. Another was
that they had established kingdoms of their own in the conquered territory
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and were too busy squabbling among themselves. There were seven such
kingdoms, known as the Heptarchy: Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia,
Mercia, and Northumbria. Figure 3-1 shows their whereabouts.
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The troubled seventh century saw the following military action take place as
part of the on-going politicking:

606 Aethelfrith of Northumbria defeats a Scottish invasion.

615 Aethelfrith defeats the Britons at the Battle of Chester, separating the
Britons in north Wales from their kinsmen in Cumbria.

617 Redwald of East Anglia defeats Aethelfrith of Northumbria. Edwin
becomes the first Christian king of Northumbria. He defeats the Britons
of North Wales.

633 An alliance consisting of the British king Cadwallon and Penda, the
Saxon king of Mercia, defeats and kills Edwin at the Battle of Hatfield
Chase.

633 Oswald, Edwin’s successor, defeats and kills Cadwallon at the Battle of
Rowley Water, driving the Britons right out of northwest England.

641 Penda defeats Oswald at the Battle of Maserfeld. He has Oswald tied to a
tree and shot full of arrows. The site becomes the town of Oswestry.

654 Oswy, Oswald’s younger brother, defeats and kills Penda at the Battle of
Winwaed.

685 Oswy’s successor, Ecgfrith, invades Scotland but is defeated and killed
at the Battle of Dunnichen Moss. This battle ensured the independence
of Scotland from the Saxons.

,\STRATQ,; Dark Ages battles were very much rough-and-tumble infantry affairs with
little or no tactical finesse. A commander was considered to have real ability
‘ if he occupied the high ground and secured both his flanks, both of which
would be second nature to a modern commander.

M""%

An Unbeatable Offa

Militarily speaking, the eighth century was Mercia’s property. Mercia’s cen-
tral position (see Figure 3-1) gave it what later strategists call interior lines
(the ability to transfer troops from one frontier to another without leaving
their own soil). This enabled the Mercian kings to throw their weight about in
no uncertain manner.

Aethelbald of Mercia successfully invaded Wessex in 733 and Northumbria in
744. His cousin Offa won a violent internal struggle for the Mercian throne
and, in a comparatively short reign ending in 769, made his mark not only on
British but also on European history, being hailed as ‘brother’ by the
Emperor Charlemagne and ‘King of the English’ by the Pope. He campaigned
against everyone until of the old heptarchy only Wessex remained outside his
direct rule.

33
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Offa is best remembered for leaving his mark on the landscape in a way that
no one since the Romans had done (see Chapter 2). His principal enemies
were the Britons in Wales, who frequently raided across the border. To stop
this Offa mobilised his subjects and set them to building a huge ditch and
bank, topped by a fence, stretching all the way along the frontier from the
Severn estuary to that of the Dee (roughly along the line of the modern
border between England and Wales). Watchtowers equipped with beacons
provided warning of an impending raid and the local communities mobilised
to meet it. Most raids were for cattle, and even successful raiders were
unable to drive them over the ditch. This ditch became known as Offa’s Dyke
and much of it remains visible to this day.

Shipping in the Uiking Menace

Things had been looking rosy for the Saxons - they’d ousted the Britons from
what was to become England (and the Saxons gradually became known as
the English, too) and had carved the country up into several kingdoms. But
that was not to last — in 789 the first Viking raid on England took place on the
coast of Dorset. In 793 Vikings sacked the monastery on Lindisfarne, an
island off the Northumbrian coast. The following year they raided the
Scottish coast and the year after it was the turn of Ireland. Soon, raids were
coming in thick and fast all round the coast of Britain, and the Vikings were
establishing themselves on the Scottish islands. In 851 they sacked London
and Canterbury, although on this occasion the raiders were caught and
defeated. The year after marked the first Viking settlements in England.

Viking was originally a Norse word describing a journey with lots of fighting,
rape, and pillage along the way, although now it has become synonymous
with those who took part in these activities. The Vikings came from all over
Scandinavia. They were fine seamen and navigators who made voyages to
Iceland, Greenland, and even to the North American coast. They also trav-
elled deep into Russia along its great rivers. They made wonderfully intricate
carvings and fine wooden buildings. But mostly we remember the Vikings as
ferocious raiders and formidable warriors who employed shock and terror as
psychological weapons.

In addition to the more usual weapons of sword and spear, the Vikings
brought the terrible one- or two-handed fighting axe to the battlefields of
Britain. As if that was not enough, they held a particular type of warrior, the
berserker, in high esteem. Whether it was the joy of battle or simple blood
lust, the berserker fought like a madman, hacking and killing regardless of his
own wounds, until he either dropped dead or no one was left to kill. People
avoided berserkers on the rampage if at all possible, even if they did add a
new word to everyone’s English dictionary.
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,\sTRATQ,}’ One element making the Vikings so dangerous was an understanding of

strategic principles that had not been seen in Britain since Roman times. For
example, when attacking a specific kingdom in force, they sometimes did so
from different directions, forcing the defenders to split their resources.

MLy,

Some Vikings settled in territory they had overrun, others enjoyed the annual
cycle of raiding. Such was their energy that even when they were defeated
they kept coming back again and again. By 866 the Vikings, or Danes as they
had become commonly known, had taken York and within eight years they
had been able to conquer the kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia, and East
Anglia. Everywhere north of Watling Street, running from London to
Shrewsbury, was now known as the Danelaw, after the new owners.

\\APPQ,) In recent years some historians have attempted to rehabilitate the grizzly rep-

"~ utation of the Vikings by describing them as economic tourists seeking invest-
ment opportunities. It’s a point of view, but names like Eric Bloodaxe and Sven
the Skullsplitter give us more than a hint about their business methods.
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The Saxons Fight Back:
Alfred and Aethelstan

The Vikings’ unfortunate victims came to believe that no one could get rid of
them and to begin with, they were right. But in 871 a warrior named Alfred
and his brother, Aethelred, King of Wessex, decisively defeated a Danish inva-
sion at the Battle of Ashdown, in Berkshire. Aethelred died shortly after and
Alfred succeeded to the crown. He was well aware that the Danes were deter-
mined to destroy Wessex and in 878 the Danes were back in force under their
king, Guthrum.

Most modern Britons remember Alfred as the king who burned his hostess’s
cakes. Yet he was the only English king ever to have been called ‘the Great’. He
was a scholar and a law giver, a good administrator, an astute soldier, and the
man who gave England a navy capable of tackling the Danes at sea. Maybe we
shouldn’t be surprised that he never devoted much time to cookery!

After Ashdown, things went very badly for Alfred. The Danes forced him into
hiding (where he burned the cakes), but he ran an effective guerrilla cam-
paign gathering his strength all the time, and then fell on the Danes at
Edington (in Wiltshire), inflicting so convincing a defeat that Guthrum asked
for terms and promised to leave Wessex alone. Alfred didn’t trust the Danes
and continued to build up his navy. He also established an early warning
system based on beacons and set up local militias known as the fyrd that
could be assembled quickly in an emergency. In 886, following renewed
Danish raids, Alfred drove the Danes out of London and gained territory
north of the Thames.
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In 893 the Danes raided again, this time hoping to split Alfred’s forces with a
seaborne landing on the south coast and an invasion from the north. The
Saxons quickly blockaded the first landing, although some of the Danes man-
aged to escape. Alfred and his son Edward the Elder defeated both invasion
forces in fighting that ranged across southern and western England.

Their grand plan may have been in tatters, but the Danes were unwilling to
give up. In 895 they sailed up the river Lea, a tributary of the Thames east of
London, in large numbers. Alfred responded by building two forts at the
mouth of the river, which he blocked with a heavy boom. Trapped, the Danes
had to abandon their ships and scuttle back to the Danelaw on foot.

In Alfred’s reign, the Saxons probably adopted some of the Danes’ methods of
warfare, including fighting with axes from behind interlocked shields.

Alfred died in 899, but Edward, his son and successor, continued his work. In
903, having repulsed a fresh Danish raid, Edward advanced deep into the
Danelaw itself, inflicting one defeat after another. For years an almost perma-
nent state of war existed, with the Saxons steadily gaining the upper hand.

Edward’s son Aethelstan did even better than his father. He recovered
Mercia, threw the Danes out of York (their principal stronghold in the north),
reconquered Northumbria, and campaigned successfully in Scotland and
Wales, receiving the homage of their rulers. In 937 the resentful King
Constantine III of Scotland attempted to halt Aethelstan’s runaway progress,
but his army took a fearful hiding at the Battle of Brunanburgh (see the fol-
lowing section).

The Battle of Brunanburgh, 937

Aethelstan’s English (as the Saxons were now becoming known) army fought
the Battle of Brunanburgh against Constantine Il of Scotland’s allied army of
Welsh, Norse/Irish, Danes, and Scots. The precise site of the Battle of
Brunanburgh remains the subject of scholarly argument, but Bromborough on
the Wirral shore of the Mersey (in northwest England) is a strong candidate.

A Viking named Olaf Guthfrithson commanded Constantine III's army, said to
be 18,000 men strong (massive for this time — see the sidebar ‘Sizing up a
Dark Ages army’). Aethelstan waited until he had assembled an army of com-
parable size, including a mounted element, before marching to meet the
alliance. For this period, these are very large armies indeed and represent
maximum effort on the part of those involved.
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Sizing up a Dark Ages army

When reading contemporary accounts of bat-
tles during the Dark Ages, we should regard
with a degree of suspicion statistics relating to
the size of armies and casualties suffered and
inflicted. The scribes who wrote these accounts
simply recorded what they had been told, and if
the king who was the scribe’s boss inflated the
size of his own army, readers would realise
what an important fellow he was. Likewiseg, if he
inflated the size of the enemy he had just
beaten, this told people what a grand general
he was. Reducing the scale of his casualties
and raising those of the enemy produced a sim-
ilar result. It was wonderful public relations . ..
but not the truth.

Knocking off a nought or even two off any num-
bers of warriors may bring us closer to reality.
Large armies could not be maintained in the
field for long because they could not be fed; if a
supply system existed at all, it was unable to
keep pace with demand. And as for living off the
land, the small, scattered population of Britain
was producing just sufficient food for itself, with
perhaps a small surplus. Commanders therefore
raised armies just large enough for the job in
hand, and then disbanded them when the task
was over.
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The English held a strong position from which they beat off repeated
assaults. Then, at a critical moment, Aethelstan launched a counter-attack,
shattering Guthfrithson’s army and putting it to flight. A panic-stricken rout
followed as the English mounted companies inflicted terrible slaughter
during a prolonged pursuit. Among those killed by the English were five
kings, seven earls, and Constantine’s son. We don’t know the number of
English casualties, but it was trivial by comparison. The alliance collapsed at
once and those who survived the battle made their way home as best they
could. Constantine decided that he had had enough of politics and vanished

into a monastery.

Brunanburgh is one of the most important battles in English history. After
Aethelstan’s victory here, England not only became a recognisable political

entity for the first time but also the dominant power in the British Isles.
Aethelstan’s legacy was 60 years of more or less uninterrupted peace in
which the country prospered and learning and the arts began to flourish.

Turning Back the Tide:
Ethelred and Canute

In 978 a 10-year-old boy, Ethelred, ascended the English throne. Ethelred was
unlucky in inheriting the crown so young and at a time when the Vikings had
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resumed raiding. In 991 the Danes narrowly won a battle at Maldon in Essex.
Worried stiff, Ethelred paid them to go away. It was an act of incredible stu-
pidity, and his subjects contemptuously described the payment as Danegeld.
Every year the Danes came back, caused trouble, and demanded more
Danegeld — and every year the price went up.

In 1002 Ethelred really flipped. He had several thousand Danes of both sexes
and all ages massacred at Oxford in the belief that it would give the rest
something to think about. It did. Svein Forkbeard, King of Denmark, launched
a series of reprisal raids, chopping up the Archbishop of Canterbury in the
process. Ethelred paid him an extortionate amount of Danegeld and he went
away, though not for very long. In 1013 Svein returned, demanding the
English throne itself. The Danes of the Danelaw (see the section ‘Shipping in
the Viking Menace’ earlier in this chapter) joined him and he would probably
have gained the throne had he not died the following year.

Ethelred, who had taken to his heels, made a half-hearted attempt at a come-
back but died in 1016. Ethelred and Svein’s sons, Edmund Ironside and
Canute respectively, continued the struggle. Edmund defeated Canute on a
number of occasions, but Canute then defeated him at Ashingdon, also in
1016. The two met and reached an agreement whereby Canute ruled the
north of the country while Edmund ruled the south. Edmund’s death shortly
after left a lingering suspicion that Canute had murdered him.

Canute was accepted as King of England (by his marriage to Ethelred’s former
wife), and then removed every possible rival claimant to the throne by mur-
dering them, making it quite clear that he was not a man to cross in any way.
The Welsh and Scots submitted to him and he expanded his Scandinavian
holdings to include Norway and parts of Sweden. Canute proved to be a
good, strong king who gave England 20 years of peace and prosperity. On his
death in 1035 arguments between Canute’s sons from his two marriages, both
of whom ruled briefly before dying, blurred the succession for a while. In
1042 the throne passed to Edward the Confessor, but waiting in the wings
were the ruthless and ambitious family of Wessex aristocrats, the House of
Godwin. When Edward died, very big trouble awaited, and you can read all
about that in Chapter 4.

\\APPQ,) Modern Britons remember Canute for inventing the float-away throne. The

" story goes that some of his courtiers were real creeps who told him he was
so powerful he could turn back the tide if he wanted. He dragged them down
to the shore and of course the tide disobeyed him and came in as usual. The
courtiers then had to explain themselves, which can’t have been easy. There
may just be an element of truth in the story, because what it says is that he
didn’t suffer fools gladly.
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Chapter 4

The Hard Knight's Day:
The Norman Conquest and
Medieval Period

In This Chapter
The Norman Conquest of England: 1066-1067
The Scots fight for independence: 1297-1328
The Hundred Years’ War: 1337-1457
The Wars of the Roses: 1455-1485

Fle medieval period (broadly the eleventh to fifteenth centuries) saw
plenty of military action both in Britain and involving British (mostly
English) armies abroad. At this time, no unified country of Britain existed —
the English, Scots, Welsh, and Irish looked after their own affairs and squab-
bled among themselves as well as with each other.

The year 1066 marked a turning point in the fortunes of the British Isles. Most
modern Britons know that in that year William, Duke of Normandy, won a
battle near Hastings and had himself crowned King of England. This momen-
tous date is generally considered to introduce the medieval period to Britain,
and for most of this period the armoured knight and the castle dominated
warfare. But with the introduction of the longbow (and later gunpowder) the
influence of the knights began to decline sharply by the fifteenth century.

The battles detailed in this chapter were fought by armies with the following
troop types:

v Heavy cavalry: that’s knights to you and me. In this period, heavy cav-
alry was the tank of the battlefield; they could charge through anything
and outfight anyone . . . well almost (read on for details!). Knights
charged around wearing full chainmail then plate armour (plates of
metal), with brightly decorated shields and horse trapping (incorporat-
ing heraldic devices).
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v Spearmen: the bulk of most armies at this time consisted of spearmen,
with some body armour and shields. The Scots went one better and
increased the length of their spears to around 3 or 4 metres (known as
pikes); these were good for keeping heavy cavalry at bay.

v Archers: English and Welsh armies were fond of archers. Bows could
shoot an arrow about 185 metres (200 yards) at this time. Some archers
were armed with crossbows, which shot powerful short bolts with great
accuracy.

1066: The Disputed Throne

When the English king Edward the Confessor died on 5 January 1066, no fixed
procedures were in place to decide who should succeed him on the throne.

The Witan (a supreme council of wise men) had to make the decision, and
they had four candidates to choose from:

v~ Edgar the Aetheling (the closest blood claimant to Edward): A sickly
and unpromising fourteen-year-old.

v+ Harold Godwinson (the most powerful noble in England, a good soldier
and a gifted politician): He claimed that Edward had named him his suc-
cessor on his deathbed, although no witnesses were there.

v William (Duke of Normandy, over the sea in France): He claimed that the
pro-Norman Edward had named him as his successor.

v+ Harald Hardrada (King of Norway): No one took his claim seriously —
although he was a powerful warrior king.

The Witan chose Harold Godwinson, who promptly had himself crowned in
Westminster Abbey.

Normally, the Archbishop of Canterbury conducted the ceremony of crown-
ing a new king, but as the Pope had not approved Harold’s appointment, the
Archbishop of York placed the crown on his head.

Big trouble was now inevitable. William, with the Pope’s blessing, now began
assembling a large army and building an invasion fleet with which to claim
what he believed to be his rightful inheritance. Harald Hardrada did likewise.
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The Battle of Stamford Bridge,
25 September 1066

Harald Hardrada reached England first with an army of over 8000 Norwegians
and English supporters of the treacherous Tostig, Harold of England’s
estranged brother. Harold marched north from London with his bodyguard of
well-armed professional soldiers, known as huscarls, and raised the fyrd (an
armed local militia, less powerful than the huscarls) along the way, until he
was in command of an army of approximately 7000 men.

At this time the English and Norwegians didn’t make use of heavy cavalry
(knights); both armies fought almost exclusively on foot, with massive two-
handed axes and spears, and one-handed swords.

The invaders had already defeated an English force under the northern earls
Edwin and Morcar and were confidently lounging about in their camp at
Stamford Bridge, on the river Derwent, while the surrender of the city of York
was negotiated. The sudden approach of Harold’s army on 25 September took
them completely by surprise. A group of Norwegians intending to delay the
English approach to the bridge was wiped out, but on the bridge itself a
single Norwegian, a giant of a man, barred the passage to all comers until he
was killed. The English then swarmed across and Harold deployed them in
three groups plus a reserve. The Norwegians seem to have been very slow
sorting themselves out.

Both sides fought in a similar manner, forming a shield wall in which shields
were locked together while the deadly two-handed war axes, spears, and
swords did their work. If a shield wall was broken, the resulting slaughter
made defeat inevitable. And that’s precisely what happened at Stamford
Bridge.

The Norwegian shield wall broke under English pressure, and the Norwegian
army started to collapse. The Norwegians’ ship guard came panting up,
hoping to retrieve the day, but were cut to pieces in their turn. During the
bloody fighting, Harald Hardrada and Tostig were both killed, along with so
many of their men that while their invasion fleet had numbered 300 ships,
only 24 were needed to transport the survivors away.

Harold’s troops had little rest after the battle against Harald Hardrada, and
his army took plenty of casualties in the hard fighting of the shield wall (see
the preceding section). Word quickly arrived that William’s army had landed
at Pevensey, on the south coast, on 28 September. Harold reacted quickly.
Such was the speed of his march south that it suggests that part, at least, of
his army was mounted. On reaching London he would have been well advised
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to wait until he had received reinforcements before proceeding, but the news
was that the Normans were harrying his people in Kent and Sussex and,
unwisely, he decided he must go to their assistance immediately. He marched
southeast and near Hastings found a good defensive position along a ridge.
Here he decided to give battle behind the traditional English shield wall.

The Battle of Hastings, 14 October 1066

On the morning of 14 October the English army consisted of 2000 huscarls
and some 5500 fyrd, a total of 7500 infantry. Opposite them was the Norman
army, which included 2000 mounted knights and 5000 infantry. Even when
their strength is added together, the total of the two armies amounts to no
more than the size of a crowd at a lower-division football match on a
Saturday afternoon, yet on this day they fought a battle that seemed to be
about possession of a kingdom forming only part of a small island, but is now
acknowledged to have been one of the most decisive in world history.

For the Normans, the mounted, armoured knight was their battle winner; for
the English, the key weapon was the terrible two-handed axe that would
cleave a horse’s neck with ease or smash its way through an enemy’s helmet
or chainmail armour. Hastings saw the two differing methods clash, but
which prevailed — the horseman or the axeman?

The first Norman attacks were thrown back with serious losses. The Breton
troops forming William’s left wing broke, but rallied and turned on a portion
of the English army that had rashly pursued them, destroying it. At about this
time a report that William had been killed brought the Norman army to the
verge of disintegration. Only by removing his helmet and galloping along the
line was William able to restore order. A series of mounted attacks against the
shield wall met incredibly stubborn resistance and failed with mounting
losses. Then, a feigned retreat drew out another portion of the English army,
which was also destroyed. Yet, despite the thinning of its ranks, the shield
wall held.

William tried one last, desperate measure, alternating periods of high-angle
fire by his archers with further mounted attacks. Today, we would call this a
combination of firepower and shock action. It worked.

After eight hours of savage fighting the shield wall had become so thin that

the Norman horsemen were able to batter their way through by sheer weight
of numbers. Harold and his brothers Leofwine and Gyrth were killed in the

melee around their standards. The English were pushed off the ridge and into
the forest behind, but it was a retreat and not a rout. In a ravine subsequently
known as the Malfosse, the rallied huscarls trapped and slaughtered to a man
a large party of Norman knights who rashly attempted pursuit in the twilight.
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The famous story goes that Harold died when an arrow struck him in the eye.
Some historians even argue that the Bayeux Tapestry (a lengthy piece of
medieval needlework portraying the battle) shows this happening. The truth
is that the stitching gives the incorrect impression that the arrow is entering
a Saxon’s eye, but there is no suggestion that the man is Harold, whose death
is recorded in a nearby section of the tapestry.

Each side is believed to have sustained in excess of 2000 killed. As this was a
war of conquest, the losses worried the Normans less than you may expect.
After all, when the final share-out happened, that left more land for the sur-
viving nobles.

William takes the crown

After burying his dead, William marched west. Having just fought the tough-
est battle of his life, his was conscious of the small size of his army and used
terror to over-awe any potential opposition, burning and looting his way
across southern England. He swung north, crossed the Thames, and near
Berkhamsted met the two most senior surviving English nobles, the Earls
Edwin and Morcar, accompanied by Edgar the Aetheling. They offered
William the crown. Expressing surprise and pleasure, he accepted and his
coronation took place on Christmas Day in Westminster Abbey, London. As
was their custom when the crown was placed on a new king’s head, the
English gave vent to a mighty shout. Nervous, outnumbered and fearing a
rising, the Norman soldiers waded into the crowd, killing large numbers, and
setting the nearest houses ablaze. Only William’s personal intervention saw
order restored.

Fighting over Medieval England

England didn’t immediately fall under Norman rule after the Battle of
Hastings; the next few years saw some heavy fighting to establish who ruled
the roost.

Here’s a summary of what happened next:
v Edwin, Morcar, and Edgar the Aetheling all turned against William
because he was handing out too much land to his chums: 1067-1068.
v The sons of the late King Harold arrived with an Irish army: 1068.

v The Kings of Scotland and Denmark supported the English resistance:
1069-1071.
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The result was that William had to spend much of the next five years fighting
to hang on to what he thought was now his. To start with, he had to put down
risings in Kent and the West Country. Then, a major rebellion saw the 3000-
strong garrison of York massacred. William responded to this with utter ruth-
lessness, burning towns, villages, and crops, slaughtering livestock, and
killing entire populations in what became known as The Harrying of the North.
It was never forgotten under Norman rule, and never forgiven.

One by one, William disposed of his opponents, but even then places
remained where the Norman rule meant nothing. These were areas where
geography placed the mounted knight or man-at-arms at a disadvantage,
namely mountainous terrain, close forest, or swampland: The Normans did
not attempt to invade Wales, and they made precious little progress in the
Lake District. (But see the later section, ‘Looking north . . . and west’, for
what happened later.)

In the marshy fenlands of East Anglia, a brilliant guerrilla leader named
Hereward opposed the Normans, snapping up their isolated detachments,
ambushing their patrols, strolling about their camps in disguise, and gener-
ally making life uncomfortable for them. Hereward became an English folk
hero and was called ‘the Wake’ by his countrymen because his watchfulness
enabled him to outsmart his opponents at every turn. Despite enormous
efforts to catch him, the Normans made no progress at all. As far as recorded
history goes, Hereward simply disappears. Some legends suggest that he
made his peace with William, others that he was treacherously murdered.

Here a castle, there a castle

If the medieval period conjures up one image, it has to be a castle, introduced
by the Normans and built throughout the era. Intended as a noble’s home, a
stronghold, and a symbol of the noble’s power over his land and people, cas-
tles began popping up all over the place in the years after the Norman inva-
sion, and continued being refined and built throughout the medieval period.

Early (Norman) castles were known as motte and bailey castles; the motte
was a man-made, high, flat-topped conical mound on which was built a stock-
ade consisting of tall wooden stakes bound together. This was the principal
defensive feature of the castle. The bailey was the surrounding area, ditched
and ramparted, which housed the garrison’s living quarters, stables, and
storehouses.

Motte and bailey castles were only built as temporary measures. As quickly

as possible, the Normans began constructing permanent fortresses in stone.
In these, the keep, an enormous tower incorporating living accommodation,

a chapel, and storerooms, was the most important feature. The White Tower
in the Tower of London is a perfect example. A bailey, consisting of a large,
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well-defended gatehouse and a series of square towers joined by a high wall
named the curtain, was next to be built. The whole was then surrounded by a
dry ditch or wet moat, crossed by a drawbridge. Experience revealed that the
angles of the square towers were vulnerable to siege catapults, so round
towers that provided a deflective surface replaced them.

Castles could be captured by:

v Escalade, which meant climbing long ladders and fighting your way
onto the battlements; siege towers did the same, but the defenders
could overturn them or set them on fire. Both were unpopular unless
your soldiers had a head for heights!

v Mining beneath the defences in order to bring down a tower or section
of wall until it collapsed.

1 Battering the walls with siege catapults and battering rams in the hope
that they would fall down, enabling you to fight your way into the
defences.

v~ Starving the garrison out, which meant a protracted and very boring
siege.

v Trickery or treachery, which was more fun and less dangerous.

Castles continued in use throughout the medieval period, although the intro-
duction of gunpowder made them far less powerful. All those tall, straight
walls were easy targets for cannon fire, and the rise of gunpowder is dealt
with in Chapter 5.

The days of knights

William and his successors governed by means of what has become known as
the feudal system, in which the king owned all the land and parcelled it out
among his most trusted barons. In return, both they and certain towns paid
taxes and provided the king with troops to fight his wars. At the bottom of
the pile were the wretched English serfs, who paid their rent in cash, kind, or
physical labour — and not only to the barons, but also to the Church. For this
they received, in theory at least, legal protection.

The knight was one of the most important elements in the feudal system.
Knighthood was the lowest strata of chivalry. Everyone above (barons, earls,
dukes, and so on), was automatically a knight, although they had to prove
themselves before they received the accolade confirming their status (win-
ning their spurs was the term used to describe this confirmation). Knights
were supposed to spend the previous night in a vigil before an altar and
swear to uphold the laws of chivalry, which meant living a Christian life as

b5
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well as protecting women, orphans, and the less fortunate. Some did, but the
entire reason for the knight’s existence was to act as a heavy on the king’s
behalf, which of course made him a bit of a lout.

When the knight wasn’t training to fight or actually fighting, he and lots of
fellow louts got together and fought for fun at tournaments - that event so
well loved in Hollywood’s movies. They would joust, that is, knock each other
off their horses with lances, or batter each other silly with whalebone swords
in a popular event known as the melee, which was a sort of last-man-standing
contest. During the melee, the knight’s personal servants, called varlets,
would keep a careful eye on their master and, if he got floored, go in at con-
siderable risk to themselves and drag him out.

In real war, the knight’s weapons included the lance, the one- and two-handed
sword, the battleaxe, and the dagger. Bishops were allowed to join in, but as
priests they were not permitted to shed blood, so they armed themselves
with maces, which were useful for knocking holes in heads. For protection, at
the time of Hastings, the knight wore a conical helmet and chainmail armour.
By degrees, the shape of the helmet changed until finally it incorporated a
visor, and steel plates were progressively added until the knight sallied forth
wearing a an entire suit of plate armour, so heavy that if he fell over he was
unable to rise without assistance. Again, at Hastings the knight also carried a
kite-shaped shield for additional protection; in a shortened form, this was
used for much of the period, but was dispensed with altogether when good-
quality plate armour became universal in the mid-fifteenth century. The
knight’s personal coat of arms was displayed on the shield and a cloth sur-
coat worn over his armour — a useful means of identifying who was who when
all warriors were clad entirely in metal!

Looking north . . . and west

Not everyone — and certainly not those living in Wales, Scotland, and Ireland
at the time - felt that William’s conquest had much to do with them. But it
did. In due course it was to affect them all, and although at the time it seemed
of little interest to anyone who wasn’t directly involved, it actually planted
the seed of a nation that would one day become one of the world’s great
powers.

The curious thing was that William, now known as the Conqueror, still
thought of himself as the Duke of Normandy who also happened to be king of
part of an offshore island. The same was true of most of his successors.
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Knight-spotting

Today, the effigies of knights in full armour can  and legs crossed, which means that they died
be found on table tombs in ancient churches  unshriven (without confessing their sins),
and cathedrals across the British Isles. Some almost certainly in battle.

seem to lie comfortably. Others have their arms

True, the Conqueror marched into Scotland in 1072 and compelled the
Scottish King, Malcolm Canmore, to do homage to him, but that was simply to
show that he was now the biggest kid on the block. He left the Welsh largely
alone, although some Normans established themselves in Pembrokeshire,
which is still known as ‘Little England beyond Wales’. The Irish, too, were left
alone for the next hundred years. Then, in 1170, a tough customer called
Strongbow, whose real name was Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke, landed
with an Anglo-Norman army and began taking over the place.

\‘@\Bfﬁ Not all of the early Norman kings spent much time in England. Even Richard
& the Lion Heart hardly visited the place at all. They were more concerned with
enlarging their dominions in France (William and his successors held land on
the continent as well as in England). They even took a fancy to wearing the
French crown as well.

During these years most of the wars involving British armies were family
squabbles about who was going to sit on the throne next, with a variation
provided by barons rebelling against the king of the day for reasons of their
own. Battles were organised brawls on a large scale. They added little to mili-
tary science, although returning Crusaders (who fought in religious wars in
the Middle East during the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries)
brought with them a much wider knowledge of fortification.

The lack of medieval British military evolution changed when Edward |
ascended the throne in 1272. Edward was the warrior king par excellence. He
fought the French, he fought the Welsh (and conquered them in his War of
1277), and he led his armies north of the border so often that he became
known as the Hammer of the Scots. The most significant development of the
time was the introduction of the fearsome longbow into the English armies
(see the sidebar ‘The longbow”). During the Hundred Years’ War (see the sec-
tion ‘Fighting the French: A National Sport’ later in this chapter), the longbow
won great battles and made the English archer the most formidable infantry-
man in Europe.
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The longbhow

One of the deadliest, and certainly the most
democratic, weapon of the Middle Ages, the
longbow was made from the wood of specially
selected yew trees. It was between five and six
feet in length and, unlike other bows, was
drawn to the ear and not the chest, thereby gen-
erating tremendous power. It had a range in
excess of 185 metres (200 yards) and was capa-
ble of penetrating an oak door or nailing a
knight's leg to his horse.

Originally developed in Wales, English armies
first successfully used the longhbow against the
Scots and then, with spectacular results,
against the French. Weekly practice with the
longbow became compulsory. Marksmen
became capable of putting an arrow through a
helmet’s visor, although in a general engage-
ment the ability to shoot up to a dozen arrows a
minute produced fearsome arrow storms in

which several thousand arrows were in the air
at once. When plate armour was introduced,
special arrows with narrow, well-tempered
heads were produced to penetrate it. Only the
development of cannon put an end to the
archer's domination of the battlefield. So great
was the archer’s impact on English life that it is
evident today in many occupational surnames,
such as Bowyer, a man who made bows;
Stringer, a maker of bowstrings; Arrowsmith, a
blacksmith specialising in the production of
arrow heads; Fletcher, a man who added the
feathered fights to arrow shafts; and, of course,
Archer and Bowman.

And why was it democratic? Because for the
first time it enabled the ordinary English soldier
to hand out a real beating to a heavily armoured
aristocratic opponent, and you can't get much
more democratic than that!

The Scottish Wars of Independence

All through the medieval period, Scotland was a separate country from

England, with its own rulers and its own law. England, needless to say, wasn’t
very keen on this state of affairs and mounted several campaigns to take con-
trol in Scotland.

Plenty of Scots didn’t like the idea of being ruled by an English king.
Prominent among them was Sir William Wallace, who led a popular rising,
with some success, until he was defeated at the Battle of Falkirk in 1298. He
was subsequently captured and executed.

Mel Gibson’s movie Braveheart (1995) provided a most imaginative version of
William Wallace’s career, complete with a blue face in the imagined style of the
ancient Britons (see Chapter 2). In fact Sir William was a knight and therefore

a gent in contemporary eyes — and gents simply did not paint their faces blue!
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The Battle of Bannockburn, 14 June 1314

William Wallace’s death did not discourage the Scots. In 1306 another
Scottish noble rebelled, named Robert the Bruce. Over a period of years he
gradually eliminated the English presence in Scotland until by 1314 it was
restricted to the fortresses of Stirling, Dunbar, and Berwick. Edward Il assem-
bled an army and set off to raise Robert the Bruce’s siege of Stirling Castle.

No one would describe Edward II as a chip off the old block (his dad was
Edward I - see the earlier section ‘Looking north . . . and west”). He was a
poor commander and his favourites had far more influence over him than
was appropriate. Robert the Bruce, on the other hand, was a canny fighter: in
advance of the Battle of Bannockburn, an English knight, Sir Henry de Bohun,
spotted Bruce and, hoping to impress his boss, charged at the Scot with his
lance. Bruce easily avoided the charge, then brained de Bohun with his bat-
tleaxe as he galloped past.

On 14 June Bruce, with some 500 cavalry and 9000 infantry, drew up his army
in preparation for an English attack. Edward’s cavalry, about 1000 strong, was
advancing ahead of his infantry, and he launched them against the squares of
Scottish pikemen. This masked the fire of his own archers and the attack
failed. The archers were then moved out onto the right flank, from which they
opened a galling fire. Bruce ordered his cavalry to charge them and, unsup-
ported, they were ridden down. The Scottish squares then advanced into the
heart of the English infantry, which was disordered by the repulse of its cav-
alry. On sighting Scottish reinforcements approaching the field, Edward’s
army broke and fled. English losses included 22 barons, 68 knights, and about
1000 infantry, plus an uncounted number killed or captured during the pur-
suit. The Scots lost two knights and approximately 500 infantrymen.

Continuing Anglo-Scottish hostilities

Although fighting spluttered on until 1328, Scottish independence had
become a fact and the Peace of Northampton duly recognised it. Despite this,
a Scottish army invaded England in 1332, only for Edward IIl to defeat it at the
Battle of Halidon Hill the following year. During this, Edward developed the
method of covering the flanks of his men-at-arms with archers, tactics that
soon result in English infantry being considered the most formidable in
Europe. After the battle Edward was content to remain on the defensive as far
as Scotland was concerned. Besides, he was more interested in getting on
with the Hundred Years’ War (see the next section).
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Fighting the French: A National Sport
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A trend started in the medieval period that continued on and off until the
early nineteenth century - fighting the French. These battles took place on
French soil - although at this time, England owned quite a lot of this land

anyway.

Although war against France dragged on throughout the medieval period, the
most famous series of battles were fought as part of the Hundred Years’ War
(1337-1457; yes, it did run for more than 100 years!), a prolonged struggle
about who was going to be King of France (as in whether he’d be a
Frenchman or an Englishman). The battles featured in this section were all
part of that on-going campaign.

Medieval wars against the French weren’t ‘British’ wars as such. The auld
alliance between France and Scotland saw the two nations mutually support
each other in their wars against England. If the English were fighting in
France, the Scots would try to kick up a ruckus to divert English resources
northwards, and vice versa.

The Battle of Crecy, 26 August 1346

After raiding into French territory, Edward Ill, commanding an army consist-
ing of 5500 archers, 1000 Welsh infantry, and 2500 knights and men-at-arms,
was retreating towards Flanders, pursued by a much larger army commanded
by the French King, Philip IV. Philip had at his disposal no fewer than 6000 pro-
fessional and mercenary infantry, including a large contingent of Genoese
crossbowmen, 10,000 knights and men-at-arms, and about 14,000 feudal militia.

Edward selected a good defensive position at the top of a gentle slope, with
his right resting on the village of Crecy-en-Ponthieu and his left on the village
of Wadicourt. His divided his army into three divisions, the right commanded
by the young Black Prince (Edward’s son), the left by the Earls of Arundel and
Northampton, and the reserve, some way to the rear, under his personal
orders. The centre of each division consisted of dismounted knights and
men-at-arms, flanked by archers echeloned forward so that they could shoot
obliquely across the battlefield. This sharing of dangers between the two
types of soldier reflected a growing sense of nationality and mutual trust that
came to be reflected in civil life. In contrast, continental armies tended to
despise their infantry.

Although most of his army was still strung out along many miles of road,
Philip decided to attack at once. He ordered his Geneoese crossbowmen for-
ward, but they objected on the grounds that their bowstrings were still wet
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from recent rain and needed to dry out. Stung by accusations of cowardice,
they advanced towards the ominously silent English line, performing a silly
dance that involved whooping and waving of arms. We can only assume these
antics were intended to bolster their own morale and convey how superior
they felt to their apparently primitive opponents. At 150 yards from the line
they loosed their first volley, but because of their slack bowstrings it fell
short. The English had no such disadvantage, for when it was raining they
kept their bowstrings beneath their helmets and only strung their bows when
going into action. Now, while the Genoese were cranking up for a second
shot, words of command were heard in the English ranks and suddenly the
air filled with hissing death as thousands of arrow shafts slashed into the
Genoese, felling them by the score and skewering arms and legs. As the
crossbowmen began to withdraw in confusion, the first of the French
mounted divisions entered the fray, cutting them down as they charged for-
ward. In return, the Genoese emptied several French saddles with their cross-
bows, much to the amusement of the English.

Suddenly, the French knights found themselves on a killing ground. Knights
and horses went down, hindering those behind. Maddened by pain and
uncontrollable, wounded horses lashed out at all around them, causing con-
fusion. Pressing bravely on through the arrow storm, the French ignored the
archers, the very men who were causing them grief, and made for the dis-
mounted knights and men-at-arms as alone being worthy of their steel. A furi-
ous fight raged until the French were either killed or in retreat.

The battle lasted for five hours and during that time 15 such attacks were
mounted on the English position. Between these attacks, the agile Welsh
infantry fighting for the English sallied forth to bring down and despatch lum-
bering unhorsed French knights. At the end of it all, the King of Bohemia (an
ally of France), the Counts of Alencon and Blois, all the army’s principal offi-
cers, and 1500 members of the French nobility lay dead. Altogether, French
and Genoese killed alone came to approximately 10,000. Edward’s losses
came to two knights and 100 others killed. Crecy signalled the beginning of
the end of the mounted knight’s undisputed domination of the battlefield.

The Battle of Poitiers, 19 September 1356

The French aristocrats thought hard about the reasons for their defeat at
Crecy (see the previous section). Could the English archers have been
responsible? Such an idea was just not socially acceptable. Surely, they said
to each other, it was because the English knights fought on foot. Next time,
they reasoned, we’ll do the same, but just as a precaution we’ll wear armour
that’s been specially strengthened against arrows, even if it is a lot heavier.
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Next time came ten years later, when King John of France, leading an army of
3000 crossbowmen and 17,500 knights and men-at-arms, succeeded in bring-

ing the Black Prince’s army, consisting of 2000 archers and 4000 men-at-arms,
to battle four miles south of Poitiers.

The position chosen by the Black Prince (Edward III's son) resembled that at
Crecy in some ways in that it lay along the edge of a plateau and possessed
secure flanks. For his part, John decided to employ his knights in four dis-
mounted divisions to attack the English position in succession. Flanking fire
from the archers shot the first division to tatters. The second also sustained
casualties, but reached the English line and was repulsed only with difficulty.
On seeing this, most of the third division fled, although some men rallied on
the fourth division, which King John commanded in person.

A pause ensued, during which the archers went out to recover as many
arrows as possible, but even then their officers’ opinion was that they only
had sufficient ammunition for a few minutes’ serious fighting. When it became
clear that John was about to launch what he hoped would be the decisive
attack with his fourth division, the Black Prince demonstrated his ability as a
commander. Using the cover of a hill to screen them from view, he sent a
detachment of men-at-arms and archers round to a position on the right from
which they could fall on the enemy’s flank and rear. He then had the horses
brought forward and ordered his knights and men-at-arms to mount.

The French had now begun to labour up the slope. Once more the arrow
storm lashed them. As they began to puff and pant, a signal was received that
the flanking party was in position. The Prince immediately ordered everyone,
archers included, to make a headlong charge down the hill. A fierce struggle
ensued as they smashed into the French, but the latter broke and fled as
soon as the flanking party began attacking their rear. Tired, breathless men
burdened with heavy armour were easily overtaken by lightly equipped
archers, many of whom returned with four, five, or six noble prisoners whom
they could ransom for large sums. A good businessman, the Black Prince
bought them all at a discount, collecting the full price later. English casualties
amounted to over 1000 killed and wounded. The French loss included 2500
killed, rather more wounded, and 2000 taken prisoner, including King John.

The Battle of Agincourt, 25 October 1415

The third of the longbow’s major victories began when a small English army
under King Henry V was brought to battle by an army under Charles d’Albret,
Constable of France, which outnumbered it fivefold. Henry had 4950 archers
and 750 knights and men-at-arms at his disposal, a total of 5700 men. D’Albret
could muster 3000 crossbowmen, 7000 mounted and 15,000 dismounted
knights and men-at-arms, a total of 25,000 men plus a few guns.
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Henry chose his fighting position at the point where the space between two
woods narrowed to 850 metres (940 yards). As usual, his dismounted men-at-
arms were deployed in blocks with the archers on their flanks. Those archers
in the centre of the line formed two wedges, fronted by stakes that were
driven into the ground. To the north, d’Albret’s army occupied a frontage of
1000 metres (1200 yards). On each flank was a detachment of mounted
knights. The centre consisted of three divisions, the first two composed of
dismounted knights and men-at-arms, the third of mounted knights.
Somehow, during the deployment, the crossbowmen and guns found them-
selves behind the first division, where they could give no support whatever.

The battle began when the archers in the trees on both flanks began sniping
at the mounted detachment accompanying the first division. Kicking and
plunging in their pain, horses bolted through the dismounted men-at-arms,
who were having to tramp across the mud of ploughed fields in plate armour
that was even heavier than that worn at Poitiers. Worse still, their original
frontage of 1000 metres was now compressed to 850 metres. Such was the
crush that some were unable to use their weapons. At close range, marksmen
shot many of them through the visor. They struggled bravely on to close with
the English men-at-arms. The archers, knowing that their comrades were too
few to handle the situation, swarmed out to batter the exhausted French with
clubs, swords, and axes. If a knight went down, he was either despatched
with a dagger thrust or suffocated when more of his fellows fell on top of him.
It was little better than mass butchery, with the arrival of the French second
division only adding to the ghastly piles of slain.

It had taken just 30 minutes to destroy two-thirds of d’Albret’s army. Henry
sent a herald across to the remaining third division, telling them that they
would receive no mercy unless they cleared off promptly. They took his
advice. English losses included the Duke of York, smothered in his armour, 400
killed, and about 800 wounded. The French lost 8000 killed, including d’Albret,
three dukes, 90 assorted noblemen, and 1560 knights, plus 2000 captured.

The English archers won more victories, but things never went quite so well
for them again. France was too big, and its population too large, for the
English to hold their gains. Thanks to Joan of Arc in the mid-fifteenth century,
the English failed to take Orleans, and as the French sense of nationhood
began to grow they began to lose ground. Always comparatively few in
number, by the 1450s English archers found themselves outranged by well-
handled French guns and their reputation for invincibility ended. Besides,
there was now plenty of work for them to do at home — the Wars of the Roses
were just about to come into bloom (see the next section).
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Roses Are Red, Roses Are White

The Wars of the Roses were fought between two lines of descent stemming
from Edward Il (for more on this, see Sean Lang’s British History For
Dummies, published by Wiley). As might be expected, the wars were about
who was going to sit on the throne of England. The Wars of the Roses lasted
from 1455 until 1485, although only six weeks’ actual fighting took place in all
that time. They have been described as bloody, and so they were to the
extent that one bunch of nobles was trying to exterminate another, and their
supporters as well. In these circumstances, treachery became a highly prized
social skill. Ordinary folk stayed well out of the way if they could.

Table 4-1 shows the most important figures for both sides in the war.

Table 4-1 Who's Who in the Wars of the Roses
Lancaster York

Henry VI —who lost France and Richard, Duke of York — killed by Margaret
then his sanity. after the Battle of Wakefield.

Henry's wife Margaret of Anjou—who Edward IV —illegitimate if the story about
wore the royal trousers in his house.  his dad being a French archer was true!

Henry and Margaret’s son Edward, Edward's sons the Princes in the Tower —
Prince of Wales —who was killed after who would therefore have had no claim on
the battle of Tewksbury. the throne either.

Henry Tudor — soon to become Richard Ill, Edward's brother — forever cast
Henry VIl (more on him later). by Tudor propagandist Will Shakespeare

as the wicked uncle.

Which rose was which? The story is that the original row took place in a rose
garden, where those present were required to show their allegiance by pluck-
ing a red or white rose. The Lancastrians favoured the red and the Yorkists
the white. Never confuse the two if you visit northern England!

The wars produced the bloodiest battle ever to take place on English soil,
fought in a blizzard at Towton in Yorkshire on 29 March 1461. Snow blinded
the Lancastrian archers, whose arrows fell short. They were collected by the
Yorkists, who opened a continuous galling fire that provoked the
Lancastrians into attacking in a six-hour melee, which was only decided in
favour of the Yorkists when their reinforcements fell on the Lancastrians’
flank. Probable casualty figures are 8000 Yorkists and 10,000 Lancastrians, of
whom not less than one-third were killed.
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Officially, the last battle of the Wars of the Roses was Bosworth Field (22
August 1485), fought between Richard Il and Henry Tudor, the Lancastrian
claimant to the throne. Richard, the last native-born Englishman to wear the
crown, was killed during the fighting. Henry Tudor (now Henry VII) was of
Welsh descent. In outlook he was more a modern than a medieval monarch.
To show that he meant business, he quickly passed an act forbidding what
was left of the nobility from keeping bodies of armed, uniformed retainers.

The Middle Ages were over. The archer had made the armoured knight obso-
lete, the gun had done likewise to the archer, and in due course it would see
off the castle as well. New weapons would mean new ways of fighting and
new types of soldier, too — and Part Il shows you just what happened.
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In this part . . .

G\Jns and gunpowder spelled the end of the feudal
era. They placed the knight on the same footing as

the ordinary soldier and were capable of knocking holes
in his castle walls. While guns and muskets continued to
improve slowly, it took the better part of two centuries
before the application of the new technology was com-
plete. During this period, it might take all day to up draw
up a line of battle, and by then it was time to go to bed.

While the Tudors were on the throne, the English tended
to make more use of gunpowder at sea, but this changed
in the middle of the seventeenth century when they had

a civil war that dragged in the Welsh, Scots, and Irish as
well. One of the war’s results was the founding of a regular
army. Towards the end of the seventeenth century infantry
tactics became much more straightforward as a result of a
very simple invention - the bayonet.
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With Pike and Shot:
Renaissance Warfare

In This Chapter

Introducing gunpowder and guns

Changing infantry tactics

Revolutionary (and revolving) cavalry tactics

Fighting at Flodden and against the Armada

CMBER

Gunpowder changed forever the way men thought about war. No longer
were the rich and powerful able to protect themselves with expensive
custom-made armour, and no longer did the strong man have an advantage
over his weaker opponent. In every sense gunpowder earned its reputation
as the Great Leveller. It hastened the demise of the feudal system and was
responsible for the formation of professional armies for the first time since
the days of Rome (see Part I for earlier warfare).

After the Wars of the Roses (see Chapter 4), England wanted a period of
settled government, which the Tudors provided and passed on. Compared

to what had gone before, comparatively little military activity took place in
Britain between the late fifteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries. In general,
the period was characterised by the need to come to terms with new technol-
ogy and apply it successfully to the battlefield.

This chapter mostly deals with the development of the following types of
soldier during this period (each is covered in more detail elsewhere in this
chapter):

v Infantry: Archers, pikemen, arquebusiers, musketeers, and, early in
the period, billmen and halberdiers.

v Cavalry: The last (and best armoured) of the medieval knights,
alongside pistol-armed horsemen.

v Artillery: Guns came into their own at this time, in various shapes
and sizes.
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Such were the complexities of the gunpowder revolution that forming a battle
line became a very slow-motion affair in which artillery, pikemen, muske-
teers, and cavalry all had to be deployed to their best advantage, so the
importance of the professional soldier increased by leaps and bounds.

Introducing Gunpowder Artillery

No one really knows who introduced gunpowder to Europe (from Asia) in

a useable form - although the Mongols, who employed more tricks than a
cartload of monkeys, used ‘thunderous noises and flashes of fire’ against the
Hungarians in 1241. However, it certainly wasn’t until the end of the medieval
period (c1500) that gunpowder really took off as a military tool in Europe.
Prior to that, guns were considered noisy novelties rather than battle win-
ners in their own right.

Two individuals are usually put forward as the fathers of European gunpow-
der, both of whom were men of the cloth. The first was a British friar named
Roger Bacon, who lived between 1214 and 1294. His hobby was alchemy and
he recorded his discoveries in code, probably to protect himself from the
wrath of the Church. When his code was cracked in comparatively recent
times it revealed the first known recipe for gunpowder. Just the same, it is
hard to believe that Roger received a flash of inspiration one morning and
managed to mix sulphur, saltpetre, and charcoal together in the right propor-
tions. Maybe it was an accident, maybe it was the result of long research, or
maybe someone else had put him on the right track. The second candidate
was a mysterious German monk called Berthold Schwarz (‘Bert Black’ to non-
German speakers) who lived in Flanders a little later. We don’t know just how
Berthold discovered the propellant capacity of the black powder. He did,
however, manufacture what was recognisably a gun in 1313 and sent another
one to England the following year. An illustrated manuscript of 1326 shows
one similar to these, calling it a Vasi or Pot de Fer. It does indeed resemble a
vase from which a large arrow is being shot while a man applies a red-hot
iron to the touch-hole.

Early guns were almost as dangerous to their users as they were to the
enemy. One of the most famous accidents resulted in the death of King James
II of Scotland while he was besieging Roxburgh Castle in 1460. The chronicler
of the event obviously wasn’t too keen on guns, and he wouldn’t have won
prizes for his spelling:

While this prince, more curious nor became the Majestie of any Kinge, did
stand near-hand where the Artytterie was discharged, his thigh-bone was
dung in two by a piece of miss-framed gune that brake in the shuting, by
which he was stricken to the ground and died hastily.



Chapter 5: With Pike and Shot: Renaissance Warfare 6 ’

Henry VIII was enthusiastic about artillery and was one of the gun makers’
best customers. Whatever their type, his guns all had names like Wales,
Cornwall, and Lancaster, and a matched set of 12 were named after Christ’s
12 apostles. In England, Sussex gun makers were considered to be among the
best and their handiwork was put to good use against the Spanish Armada
(see the later section, ‘Testing Out the New Ideas”).

Getting to grips with different types of gun

Many of the earliest guns were breech loaders, the shot and powder being
loaded into the rear of the barrel. A major disadvantage of this was a back-
blast of flame and gas, reducing the gun’s efficiency the longer it remained in
action. Because of this, large-calibre siege guns were built as muzzle loaders,
the powder and shot being loaded in through the front of the barrel in that
order. Over time, muzzle loaders became the more commonplace of the two
and were to remain so until the later nineteenth century.

Gunners were very practical people and were well aware that engaging targets
in the interior of a town or castle or over the crest of a hill required a weapon
capable of high-angle fire. This led to the introduction of the short-barrelled
mortar in the sixteenth century, being joined in the seventeenth century by
another high-angle weapon, the howitzer. The difference between the two
was that while the mortar’s elevation was fixed and variations in range were
obtained by adjusting the powder propellant charge, the howitzer’s charge
was fixed and its elevation could be altered. Mortars and howitzers used
explosive shells. These were extremely expensive to produce and consisted
of a hollow sphere, the two halves of which were cast separately and then
welded together. The shell was then filled with powder through a small hole
into which a fuse was inserted. The burning fuse remained visible throughout
the shell’s flight and was a useful guide to accuracy.

By 1600 the number of guns in service was rising dramatically. At this stage
they were classified by size and given names such as culverin and cannon
(see the following section, ‘What’s your gun called?’). It wasn’t until later, in
the eighteenth Century, that more standardised gun classifications emerged,
such as by the weight of the shot fired.

Ammunition developed slowly and in accordance with needs as they were
perceived. Stone or iron balls were fine for battering holes in walls or putting
down a rank or two of the enemy, but not a lot of use as a man killer at short
range. The answer to this was langridge, a term for old bits of scrap iron,
broken glass, and stones that spread out when fired and mowed down every-
thing in its path, like a gigantic shotgun. This was later refined into grape shot
(consisting of musket balls in a bag or net) and case or cannister shot (where
a thin metal container replaced the bag).
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What's your gun called?

Ordnance is the name given to anything that flings, shoots, or fires anything
else. It persists to this day in the title of one of the Ministry of Defence’s most
senior officers, the Master General of the Ordnance.

When the earliest guns were introduced they were classified by name rather
than size and type. Some were named after mythical beasts or birds and
some had names the explanation for which has long been lost. Table 5-1 lists
some of the most common in use between the late fifteenth and seventeenth
centuries, with their calibre (the internal width of the gun’s barrel) and the
weight of shot they fired; it’s difficult to conceive of a system in greater need
of standardisation!

Table 5-1 The Most Common Guns

Name Calibre Weight of shot

Double cannon 8 inches (20 centimetres) 64 pounds (29 kilograms)
Demi-cannon 6.25 inches (16 centimetres) 33 pounds (15 kilograms)
Culverins 5.25 inches (13.25 centimetres) 17 pounds (8 kilograms)
Demi-culverins 4.5 inches (11.5 centimetres) 10 pounds (4 kilograms)
Saker 3.75inches (9.5 centimetres) 6 pounds (2.5 kilograms)
Minyon 3.25inches (8.25 centimetres) 4 pounds (2 kilograms)
Faucon 2.75inches (7 centimetres) 2 pounds (1 kilogram)
Fauconet 2.25 inches (5.75 centimetres) 1 pound (0.5 kilogram)

Hiring in guns, gunners, and ammunition

Any good businessperson takes advantage of a gap in the market. When guns
first appeared, their use in sieges and with field armies immediately pre-
sented an opportunity to make big money. Guns were extremely expensive
and exchequers were reluctant to burden themselves with the cost of buying
them, plus ammunition and gunpowder, and hiring specialists to fire and look
after them, as well as teams of oxen or horses to get them to where they were
needed. Realising this, smart entrepreneurs bought guns and everything that
went with them on their own account, and hired them out at a whacking
profit to sovereigns who were on the point of making war on someone.
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The obvious disadvantage of this system was that if there was the slightest
chance of the entrepreneur’s investment falling into the enemy’s hands, the
last his customer would see of his rented guns was them disappearing over
the horizon, albeit at the pace of the oxen towing them. What was more, con-
tractors hired their guns to anyone who could pay, presenting a real threat to
the state if they were leased to its internal enemies. Once this blinding flash
of the obvious became apparent, the day of the independent contractor came
to an end and possession of guns became a royal prerogative.

Henry VIII also established the first regular force of artillerymen in England
by installing a paid Master Gunner and 12 Gunners at the Tower of London.
This idea was later extended to all the principal towns and royal castles.

Upgrading the Infantry

At the end of the fifteenth century infantrymen were of several types — the
archer, the billman, the halberdier, and the pikeman. The last three wore
helmet, breast and back plates, and flexible thigh armour called tassets.

Most armies through this period had pikemen. However, the billman, the
halberdier, and the archer were of less use on the Renaissance battlefield.
The bill was a pole weapon with an edged blade at the top — watch a hedge-
cutter at work and you see how easily a bill could sever a limb! The halberd
was another pole weapon incorporating a spear head, an axe head, and a
hook for yanking an enemy out of his ranks by the neck. Its end is simple

to explain - it was too short to be as useful as a pike, and was not effective
against firearms — and by the end of the sixteenth century its use was largely
ceremonial. The demise of the longbow is more difficult to explain, and is
covered in the very next section.

Waving goodbye to the longbow . . .

Though their days as a battle winner on their own had gone (the great victo-
ries of the longbow are discussed in Chapter 4), archers continued to form a
major element of any English force, although they were gradually replaced by
firearms.

Defenders of the longbow could claim, with some justice, that it had a much
higher rate of fire and better accuracy than the new infantry firearms (see
the following section for more on these), which remained the case as late as
the middle of the nineteenth century. The arrow, however, was less effective
against plate armour than it had been against chain mail, whereas the kinetic
energy stored in a musket ball, which was far larger and heavier than a
modern small-arms round, enabled it to penetrate plate with ease and knock
over a man or a horse with its impact.
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Firearms were expensive and the longbow remained in use, in declining
numbers, for much of the sixteenth century. By 1595, however, its day was
done and in that year the trained bands of archers, which formed a national
reserve, received a Royal Ordinance instructing them to arm themselves with
firearms.

. . . And saying hello to the arquebus

The introduction of a personal firearm, the arquebus, contributed to the
demise of archers and halberdiers. This new weapon — resembling a cross
between a musket and an old-fashioned pistol with a curved stock — started
to be used in British armies around in the middle of the sixteenth century.

The arquebus was originally fired from a rest, but later versions were held
against the chest and gripped with both hands, which seems as good a way
as any to crack a rib or two. From the arquebus evolved the musket, weighing
in at a hefty 11 kilograms (25 pounds), which most definitely required a firing
rest. The method of firing the arquebus and the musket changed over time:

1. Early versions were fired by means of a slow match (a matchlock)
(late fifteenth century).

2. Matchlocks gave way to wheel-lock mechanisms, incorporating a
toothed wheel activated by a trigger (mid-sixteenth century).

3. Wheel-locks gave way to flintlock mechanisms, striking sparks into the
priming pan when the trigger was activated (late sixteenth century).

Musketeers fought in ten-deep ranks. When the front rank fired their weapons
they turned about and moved to the rear, and then went through the complex
business of reloading as they made their way forward to become the front
rank again. On their own, musketeers were terribly vulnerable to attack by
cavalry, so infantry regiments were organised with a central block of pikemen
and a wing of musketeers on either flank. If they were attacked, the muske-
teers sheltered under the long pikes. The Spanish perfected this type of inte-
grated unit, known as tercios, and they were copied all over Europe. In the
British Isles they were referred to as ‘pike and shot’, which sounds more like
the name of a good pub.

Early in the seventeenth century the great Swedish warrior king Gustavus
Adolphus introduced not only an improved musket weighing just 5 kilograms
(11 pounds), which could be fired from the shoulder without a rest, but also
one-piece cartridges incorporating powder charge and ball that reduced load-
ing time and therefore increased the rate of fire. The proportion of musketeers
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to pikemen in a regiment increased and the musketeers’ ranks reduced from
ten to seven. Armour also started to be abandoned, as its use against muskets
was limited.

Riding Around in Circles: Cavalry

45! RATQ,/’

Faced with a tercio (see the previous section, ‘. . . And saying hello to the
arquebus’), heavily armoured knights had a real problem, being simultane-
ously vulnerable to the fire of musketeers (which could pierce their plate
armour) and kept beyond striking distance by massed pikes. The lance
became an encumbrance and was discarded by the English at the end of the
sixteenth century, and by the Scots 50 years later; the pistol seemed to offer
a solution to horsemen.

Troopers were each equipped with two or three pistols and delivered their
attacks at walking pace in ten-deep formations. The front rank discharged its
pistols at point-blank range, then wheeled to the rear to reload and move for-
ward by rotation, just like musketeers (see the previous section). This type of
cavalry manoeuvre was known as the caracole. Only when gaps appeared in
the enemy ranks did the troopers attempt to charge in with their swords.

When, some time during the late sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries,
the pistol had been accepted as the principal cavalry weapon, an idiotic situ-
ation developed. Opposing cavalry units performed the caracole against each
other, banging away at men and horses to little purpose beyond performing
like a carousel ride. Naturally, the cavalry’s contribution during the sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries was rarely decisive.

Tumbling walls: Fortifications

The medieval walls of castles and cities were
far more vulnerable to cannon fire than they had
been to the old stone-throwing siege engines,
and they were rarely suitable for defence by
artillery. As we see in Chapters 6 and 7, in the
seventeenth century fortifications went under-
ground and relied on artillery for their defence.

Henry VIl proved himself to be a little ahead of his
time (the sixteenth century) by building a series of
19 coast defence forts from Gravesend on the
Thames around the south coast to Pendennis in

Cornwall. These forts were revolutionary because
they were designed primarily with all-round
defence by artillery in mind. The best examples
consisted of a circular central keep with small
semi-circular bastions attached, surrounding the
same number of much larger, inter-connected
semi-circular bastions. Each of these elements
provided a gun platform with the powder maga-
zines under cover. A wide ditch ringed the fort
with a bare glacis (a gentle slope) beyond. Many
remain in an excellent state of preservation today.

65
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Gustavus Adolphus rationalised Renaissance cavalry tactics (see the previous
section for his development of infantrymen). He returned to the principle that
one of the cavalry’s most important functions was shock action (charging into
the enemy mass to engage in hand-to-hand combat). His cavalry attacked in
four ranks at a fast trot, later reduced to three. Having fired their pistols, the
two leading ranks closed at once with the sword, followed by the remainder,
who reserved their fire for the subsequent melee. The effect of this on the
recipients, long used to the formalities of the caracole, was devastating.

Like the infantry, the cavalry abandoned much of its armour as superfluous.
A few regiments, designated cuirassiers, retained a version of full armour as
late as the 1640s, but by then most cavalrymen had reduced their protection
to an open, lobster-tailed helmet, and breast and back plates only.

Testing Out the New Ideas

Little action took place between British armies and continental European
ones during this era. The English lost Calais, their last remaining possession
in mainland France, and Elizabeth I sent volunteers to fight alongside the
Protestant Dutch in their struggle against Spain in the continental Wars of
Religion. The aims of the Tudor monarchs throughout the sixteenth century
were to provide strong central government, internal security, and continuity;
despite this, violent religious disturbances occurred during the Reformation
and a rebellion took place in Ulster during the last years of Elizabeth I's reign.

With the possible exception of artillery, England’s virtual withdrawal from
direct continental involvement meant that the country fell steadily behind
in military methods, a process that continued well into the seventeenth
century. Coupled with this, new weapons and tactics were not universally
popular — many soldiers hated the new weapons and did not understand
how they could be applied to battlefield tactics.

The Battle of Flodden, 1513

In 1513 King James IV of Scotland invaded England with a 25,000-strong army
and 17 guns (remember, at this time the two countries were still very much
separate). The Earl of Surrey met him with 20,000 men and 22 light guns. Surrey
manoeuvred the Scots out of a strong position on Flodden Edge (in northeast
England) by interposing his troops between them and the Scottish border. In
the circumstances, James had little alternative but to mount an attack.
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Flodden began with an artillery duel. The English served their guns the better
and the Scots had the worst of the exchange. This was a bad beginning, but
worse was to follow. The Scottish left wing defeated its opposite numbers,
but was cut to pieces by the English cavalry when the Scots paused to plun-
der the dead. The Scottish centre and right wing also advanced to engage in
a general melee. The right wing was defeated and as a result the Scottish
centre was surrounded.

In close-quarter fighting, the English had a distinct advantage as they had
recently adopted the halberd (see the section, ‘Upgrading the Infantry’ earlier
in this chapter for more on this). The Scots, on the other hand, retained their
traditional pikes, which were ineffective against the halberd.

The majority of Scots fighting stubbornly around their king were killed, as
was King James himself, eight Scottish earls, and thirteen Scottish barons.
Almost every one of Scotland’s noble families sustained the loss of one or
more of its members. Total Scottish casualties amounted to 10,000 soldiers
and all their artillery. Surrey’s army had 4000 men killed. The pipe lament
Flowers of the Forest was composed to commemorate Scotland’s national
tragedy, and remains in use with some Scottish regiments to this day.

The Spanish Armada, 1588

Philip II of Spain, angered by the ‘piratical’ activities of such English sea cap-
tains as Francis Drake as well as Elizabeth’s support for the Dutch protestants,
assembled a huge invasion force to convey an army of Spanish veterans from
the Low Countries to England. The Spanish Armada (fleet) contained some 90
fighting ships and a large number of transports, against which the English
could oppose approximately 50 warships.

Although it was a naval battle, the defeat of the Spanish Armada was significant
in that the English admirals and captains had long been of the opinion that
their warships should fight as floating gun platforms, whereas the Spaniards
continued to regard theirs as transport for boarding parties. Against this, if

the Armada had managed to ferry the Duke of Parma’s veterans from the Low
Countries to England, it is unlikely that, with the best will in the world, the
English levies hastily assembled at Tilbury would have been able to stand
against them for long.
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Kng Charles [ was a walking disaster. Everything he touched - foreign
expeditions, attempts to interest the Presbyterian Scots in bishops,
trying to raise taxes without parliamentary approval, and even attempting
to arrest Members of Parliament — went horribly wrong. He was a master of
indecision, failing to make up his mind and then changing it when he did,
usually without telling anyone else.

To be fair to Charles, in the times in which he reigned (1625-1649) the word
compromise meant very little. Charles thought he ruled by Divine Right
(meaning he was appointed by God) and could do what he wanted, whereas
Parliament (elected representatives of the people) thought that he should
seek its approval. Charles’s Queen, Henrietta Maria, was French and this
produced deep suspicion among England’s Puritans and Presbyterians, who
held a majority in Parliament, that Charles was preparing the way for a return
of Catholicism. People felt very deeply about such matters and, since they
could not reach agreement, the issues had to be resolved by force. The
actions that followed in the mid-seventeenth century became known as the
English Civil Wars.

For more on the build-up to the Civil Wars, seek out a copy of Sean Lang’s
British History For Dummies and Philip Wilkinson’s The British Monarchy For
Dummies (both published by Wiley).

Although everyone knows these campaigns as the English Civil Wars, British
Civil Wars would be more accurate. Soldiers from England, Wales, Scotland,
and Ireland all took part, as whoever sat on the English throne was powerful
enough to influence affairs across the British Isles.
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Battles in the English Civil War were fought by the following types of soldier:

v Musketeers: Along with pikemen, musketeers formed the basis of
infantry units. They wore little or no armour, and were equipped with
slow-loading, heavy muskets, with an effective range of about 45 metres
(50 yards).

v+ Pikemen: Carrying long spears, their main role was to use these
weapons to protect their fellow musketeers from cavalry attack.
Pikemen usually wore some armour, and worked alongside the
musketeers (see Chapter 5 for more on this battle formation).

v Cavalrymen: Armed with swords and pistols, Civil War cavalry could
choose to fire or charge. Some were heavily armoured (known as
cuirassiers), and others, known as dragoons, acted as mounted infantry
who rode to the battlefield but fought on foot muskets.

v Artillery: As detailed in Chapter 5, many calibres and types of gun
existed, and were used both on the battlefield and in sieges.

Figure 6-1 shows typical infantrymen from this period.

|
Figure 6-1:
A musketeer
and pikeman
from the
English Civil
War.

QQ,N\BEH Those who fought for Charles became known as Cavaliers, while their

> Parliamentarian opponents were called Roundheads. According to tradition,
Cavaliers were jolly fellows who grew their hair long, and were natty dressers
who sang and drank a lot, and chased wenches. Roundheads cut their hair
shorter (hence the name), dressed soberly, disliked merriment of any kind,
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and got a real boost from singing psalms. In fact, men from both armies looked
and behaved in a similar manner, but they still hated each other’s guts.

The First Civil War

In 1642 King Charles I and Parliament both raised armies to resolve their
grievances by force. Opinion as to who was in the right was strongly divided,
setting neighbour against neighbour and splitting families down the middle.
As with any civil war involving an element of religion, the struggle was to be
bitter, unforgiving, and at times merciless.

The armies that marched to war in 1642 consisted largely of amateurs, led by
a few veterans of the continental wars of religion who knew their business
(for more on these continental wars, see Sean Lang’s European History For
Dummies, published by Wiley).

The army of Parliament was led by the Earl of Essex. Parliament’s army was
larger than the Royalist force, but the king was fortunate in having Prince
Rupert of the Rhine, one of the outstanding cavalry leaders of his day, among
his commanders.

Setting the Civil War in swing

The first battle of the war took place at Edgehill, Warwickshire, on 23
October 1642. Prince Rupert (naturally fighting on his uncle’s side) chased
the Parliamentary cavalry off the field and pursued it out of sight. In his
absence Essex put in a sharp counter-attack, but Rupert’s eventual return
to the field forced Essex’s army to withdraw and fall back on London.

The royal army followed up as far as Turnham Green on the outskirts of
London, only to find that Essex had been reinforced by the London Trained
Bands (a standing militia) and now possessed far more than his original
strength. If a general engagement had been fought, Charles would probably
have won and entered his somewhat subdued capital. As it was, he dithered
magnificently and after a brief skirmish decided to withdraw to Oxford, which
became his headquarters.

1643 also went badly for Parliament, although a Puritan farmer and Member
of Parliament from Huntingdon, Oliver Cromwell, defeated a force of Royalist
cavalry at Grantham (Lincolnshire) in March. Charles also sustained a
reverse at Gloucester, but by now Parliament was becoming desperate:

/1
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v In Yorkshire, Royalists carried all before them.

v In the West Country, Royalists under Sir Ralph Hopton trounced Sir
William Waller’s Roundheads at Stratton in May, fought a hard battle
against them at Lansdowne near Bath on 5 July, and defeated them at
Roundway Down, Devizes, on 13 July.

v In the midlands, Rupert won a victory at Chalgrove Field near Oxford on
18 June and took Bristol on 26 July.

In August, Parliament empowered local authorities to raise troops by
conscription, only for the Royalists to follow suit.

The Scots had played no part in the war before 1643, but a now-desperate

Parliament was prepared to offer them anything to enlist their support. On 25
September it concluded a Solemn League and Covenant with them, promising
not only to protect Presbyterianism in Scotland but also to impose it through-
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out England and Wales. In return, the Scots began assembling a large army
under the veteran Alexander Leslie, Earl of Leven, ready to participate for

Parliament in the next year’s campaigning.

Civil War sieges

By 1643, the King controlled northern and west-
ern England and Wales, while Parliament con-
trolled the English midlands and southeast.
Inevitably, these areas contained pockets that
were sympathetic to their respective enemies,
and within those pockets were castles and for-
tified manor houses that each side had to neu-
tralise. As well as operations by the field armies,
the war involved numerous siege operations.

In general, the medieval castles withstood their
ordeal by gunfire for longer than had been
expected. The general rule was that if cannon
blasted a breach in the walls through which a
storming party could enter, the garrison was
invited to surrender. It was not dishonourable to
accept such an offer if the castle was no longer
considered defensible. In such circumstances
the garrison may or may not be permitted to
march out with honour. If the offer was rejected,
the garrison could expect the worst. In places
where a castle’s natural position rendered it less

vulnerable to gunfire, starving the defenders into
submission was sometimes the only option. In
one instance the people in the garrison were so
weak that they were unable to dismantle the bar-
ricades that they had erected in the gatehouse
and the besiegers had to do it for them.

When Parliament captured a castle or fortified
manor it was usually slightedto prevent its being
defended again. This meant throwing down the
battlements into the moat, ripping the massive
gates off their hinges in the gatehouse, removing
the lead from roofs, and selling internal timber. If
that was not enough, gunpowder was used to
blow down the more important towers and
sometimes half the keep as well. The process led
to the English countryside being dotted with pic-
turesque ruins, for which we blame Cromwell for
more than his fair share. This in turn resulted in
the Edwardian music hall song /’m One of the
Ruins Cromwell Knocked About a Bit, usually
sung by ladies of a certain age.
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The siege of Lathom House

The most famous siege of all was that of Lathom
House in Lancashire, held for the king by the
redoubtable Charlotte de Tremouille, Countess of
Derby, in the absence of her husband. The
Countess felt that 3000 men would be required to
man the defences properly, yet the Earl, depart-
ing to raise troops for the King's cause in the Isle
of Man, left her with just 300 and a few small
guns. The siege lasted from May 1643 until June
1644. It was conducted on behalf of Parliament
by a Colonel Alexander Rigby, a lawyer and
Member of Parliament for Wigan who held a
deep-seated grudge against the entire Stanley
family, of which the Earl was head. One of his
preacher cronies described Lathom House as
Babylon and the Countess as the Scarlet Woman
herself. That would simply have amused her, for
she was the toughest of cookies and more than
a match for Rigby in every way.

For months, the siege amounted to nothing more
than a distant blockade. That didn't work because
the local people had been tenants of the Stanleys
for centuries and kept the garrison supplied
with food. Early in 1644 Sir Thomas Fairfax,
Parliament’s commander in the north, began to
take an interest and the siege was taken in hand
seriously. Guns began battering the walls, but
because the house lay in a hollow their balls only
struck the upper courses and were unable to
bring down any section. By no means a gifted sol-
dier, Rigby had sited his guns poorly. This was a
major omission for which he would pay dearly.

The Countess’s men were perpetually short of
powder and what they had was reserved for the
estate’s gamekeepers, who were the best shots
and regularly picked off any Roundhead foolish
enough to venture within range of the walls.
When the powder began to run out, the garrison
made a sortie and obtained more from the
besiegers’ gun positions. Further sorties suc-
ceeded in spiking (disabling) the enemy guns by
hammering nails into their touch-holes, inflicting
casualties, and taking prisoners. Morale inside the
walls was sky-high. Outside it was nearly at rock

bottom. Then, Righy had anidea. He had a mortar
(see Chapter 5 for more on these guns) brought up
from Cheshire at great expense, hoping that its
shells would set the timber-framed buildings in the
house’s interior ablaze. The mortar succeeded in
firing a few shots, causing a certain amount of
damage. However, a meticulously planned sortie
from the house captured it and the mortar was
gleefully dragged inside the walls on a sledge.
Disheartened, the besiegers began deserting.

In May, Rigby learned that Prince Rupert and
the Earl of Derby had entered Lancashire from
the south. Abandoning the siege, he marched to
Bolton, where Rupert caught up with him. After
the Roundheads had rashly killed several pris-
oners in cold blood in front of the royal army, the
prince gave orders that no quarter was to be
given when the town was stormed. Needless to
say Rigby, as slimy a politician as any, survived.
Disguising himself as a Royalist, he galloped
through the streets and on to safety, shouting
joyously, ‘The town is ours!" Rupert sent no
fewer than 23 captured Colours to Lathom
House, where they were hung in triumph. He
went on to capture Liverpool and, accompanied
by the Earl, reached Lathom on 13 June. The
Earl and Countess left for the Isle of Man and
Rupert marched on into Yorkshire.

After a Parliamentarian victory at Marston Moor,
a second siege began at Lathom House in August
1644. The garrison held out until December the
following year. After the king's defeat at Naseby in
June 1645, hopes of relief began to fade. In
December, Charles advised the defenders of
Lathom to seek the best terms they could get.
They were offered the honours of war, which
would have enabled them to march out with their
Colours, arms, and personal possessions. This
was too much for the mean-spirited Rigby, who
was fully aware that those in the house were on
the verge of starvation, and he withdraw the offer.
He demanded unconditional surrender, which
was accepted. The garrison left with their lives,
what they were wearing, and nothing else.
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Campaigning in 1644

The intervention of the Scots army (see the previous section) proved decisive
in northern England. It altered the entire strategic situation and resulted in the
joint Scottish and Parliamentary army besieging the Royalist commander, the
Duke of Newcastle, in York. Prince Rupert marched to his assistance through
the Pennines. Fairfax, Parliament’s commander in the north, abandoned the
siege and marched to Long Marston, west of the city, where he received rein-
forcements. This enabled Newcastle and Rupert to join forces. The scene was
now set for the Battle of Marston Moor.

The Battle of Marston Moor, 2 July 1644

Marston Moor was the largest engagement of the first Civil War, fought just
outside York. Rupert’s army consisted of 11,000 infantry and 6500 cavalry, a
total of 17,500 men, and 16 guns. The Scottish/Parliamentary army, jointly
commanded by Fairfax and the Earls of Manchester and Leven, possessed
18,000 infantry and 9000 cavalry, a total of 27,000 men, and 25 guns. Rupert
was unwise to offer battle when so seriously outnumbered, but it was not in
his nature to refuse it.

The Royalist cavalry was contained by counter-attacks on both flanks. In

the centre, a general advance by the Parliamentary allies overwhelmed the
Royalist infantry after a bitter struggle. One of the best regiments in the
king’s service, Newcastle’s Whitecoats, came close to routing their opposite
numbers but were surrounded. Too proud to accept quarter, they went down
fighting, only 30 of them being taken alive.

Estimates place the Royalist and allied killed at 3000 and 2000 respectively,
but desertions were heavy on both sides. Rupert was left with only 6000 men
to withdraw into Lancashire. When York surrendered to the Parliamentarians
on 16 July, the Royalist presence in the north was reduced to a handful of iso-
lated garrisons.

Swings and roundabouts

Aside from Marston Moor (see the previous section), the Royalists sustained
a defeat at Nantwich in Cheshire. But on 6 June, the King defeated Waller at
Cropredy Bridge, near Oxford. He then turned southwest, trapping Essex at
Lostwithiel in Cornwall. Essex managed to escape with his cavalry, but his
infantry surrendered on 2 September, handing over all their artillery.

The following month, Manchester, Waller, and Cromwell managed to concen-
trate their forces to produce a 22,000-strong Parliamentary army. On 22
October they confronted the king, who had only 10,000 men at his disposal,
at the Second Battle of Newbury. The Roundheads failed to coordinate their
attacks properly and the surprising result was a drawn battle, enabling
Charles to fall back on his base at Oxford. For some reason, Manchester
declined to pursue him.
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The New Model Army

For all that he was a most unpleasantindividual,
Oliver Cromwell was undoubtedly the best com-
mander that either side possessed in the Civil
War. He began by commanding the troops
raised by the Eastern Association of six East
Anglian counties. He trained and disciplined his
men thoroughly and always exercised tight tac-
tical control over them in action, so that after a
successful charge his cavalry did not carry out
an uncontrolled pursuit, as Prince Rupert’s did
so often. This meant that they were available for
the next phase of the fighting, which usually
decided the battle. Such was their reputation
that they became known as the /ronsides.

In January 1645 Cromwell urged Parliament to
adopt what he called ‘a frame for the whole mili-
tia". What he proposed, in fact, was a standing
army to be raised by conscription and paid for by
taxation. The army consisted of 12 infantry regi-
ments containing about 14,000 men, 11 cavalry
regiments with 6600 men, and 1000 dragoons.

The last were infantrymen who rode to battle but
fought on foot, their name being taken from the
dragon, a French version of the musket with
which they were equipped. Cromwell expanded
the artillery and made some progress towards
standardising its guns. Training methods were
loosely based on those of the Ironsides. As con-
stituted, the New Model Army overcame the
local militias reluctance to serve beyond their
home territories. In addition, the army was to
receive a uniform, the colour of which was
russet (a shade of red).

Cromwell’s ideas were passed by Parliament
and reinforced in April 1645 by a measure styled
the Self-Denying Ordinance, requiring Members
of Parliament to relinquish their military com-
mands. Sir Thomas Fairfax succeeded Essex as
Captain General of the Army and Cromwell
obtained a dispensation allowing him to con-
tinue serving as Lieutenant General.

For their part, the Scots had begun to look uneasily over their shoulders, for
in Scotland James Graham, Marquis of Montrose, had raised several of the
Highland clans on behalf of the King and on 1 September he inflicted a defeat
on government troops at Tippermuir.

Reaching a conclusion: 1645-1646

In Scotland, Montrose inflicted one defeat after another on his Parliamentarian

opponents, beginning with Inverlochy (2 February), then Auldearn (9 May),
Alford (2 July), and finally Kilsyth (15 August). He had now secured most of

Scotland for the king.

In England, Charles succeeded in taking Leicester after sustaining severe

casualties that he could ill afford. He was still operating in the Midlands when
a Parliamentary army commanded by Fairfax and Cromwell surprised him at
Naseby, and the decisive battle of the war was fought there on 14 June.
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The Battle of Naseby, 14 June 1645

At Naseby, Charles possessed 4000 infantry and 5000 cavalry, a total of 9000,
and 12 guns. Fairfax and Cromwell had 7000 infantry and 6000 cavalry, a total
of 13,000, and 13 guns.

Both armies were drawn up with their infantry in the centre and their cavalry
on the flanks, with a small reserve behind. In addition, the Parliamentarians
deployed a regiment of dragoons (see the sidebar, ‘The New Model Army’ ear-
lier in this chapter) along the hedges to the west of the battlefield, covering the
approach to their position. The battle began with successful cavalry charges
by the right wings of both armies, but while Prince Rupert’s Cavaliers pursued
their opponents as far as the Parliamentary wagon lines, Cromwell exercised
tight control. After he had driven off Langdale’s Northern Horse he led his
second line in an attack on Lord Astley’s Royalist infantry in the centre, which,
despite its inferior numbers, was pushing back the Parliamentary centre. At
this point Charles could have launched his reserve and Langdale’s rallied cav-
alry in a decisive counter-attack that would have smashed into Cromwell’s
flank. Unfortunately, one of his supporters, believing that the battle was lost,
attempted to lead the king away. In the ensuing confusion the moment passed.
The Parliamentarian dragoons mounted their horses and joined in the attack
on the Royalist infantry, most of whom, heavily outnumbered and beset on
three sides, surrendered. One regiment, Rupert’s Bluecoats, declined to do so
and fought to the bitter end; the rest of the royal army broke and fled.

Surrendering to the Scots: Charles calls it a day

The few troops remaining to the king in the south and west of England were
unable to stem the tide of Parliamentary victory. One after another, the king’s
strongholds surrendered. In Scotland, a Parliamentary force commanded by
General David Leslie destroyed Montrose’s Royalist army at Philiphaugh on
13 September 1645. The last Royalist field force in England was defeated at
Stow-on-the-Wold in 21 March 1646.

Charles gave himself up to a Scottish force, and the Scots sold him to
Parliament for £400,000. Parliament, which owed its soldiers several months’
pay, told the New Model Army to disband. The army not only refused to do
so, but made it clear that it was running things from now on.

Meanwhile, Charles bargained with the Scots, with Parliament, and with the
army. He promised this, that, and the other, then changed his mind until
everyone was thoroughly confused. To make matters worse, he escaped from
London to the Isle of Wight. It was just his luck that the island’s governor was
Parliament’s man. The Governor imprisoned the king in Carisbrooke Castle,
and that made the Scots very angry indeed, as they believed that they had
been on the point of being granted everything they wanted from Charles.
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The Second Civil War

By 1648, after the army had forcibly taken charge of the country, many people
had had enough of the army’s way of doing things.

Risings occurred in Kent and Essex, which Fairfax put down, while Cromwell
dealt with similar troubles in south Wales. In July, the Duke of Hamilton
crossed the border with a Scottish army and was joined by northern
Royalists. He was now at the head of some 24,000 men, although they were
poorly equipped and lacked guns. On 17 August they were strung out along
many miles of road when Cromwell, with 6000 infantry and 3000 cavalry,
drove into their flank. Only a small number of Hamilton’s troops were
involved and Cromwell forced them back into Preston, in Lancashire.

The rest of the Royalist army disintegrated, with the major portion trying

to escape to the south. On 19 August Cromwell brought its infantry to battle
near Warrington, which then was part of Lancashire, and forced them to sur-
render. Hamilton and his cavalry got as far south as Uttoxeter, in the West
Midlands, before Cromwell’s men rounded them up.

The army was now determined to be rid of Charles. On 6 December it pre-
vented over 100 Members of Parliament with known moderate opinions from
entering Parliament. Those members whom they did permit to sit became
known as the Rump. The Rump convened a court trying Charles for making
war on his own people, and therefore for treason. He refused to recognise
the court and, predictably, Parliament found him guilty and sentenced him
to death. During these proceedings his courage and dignity provoked much
sympathy. Charles [ was beheaded on 30 January 1649. A Commonwealth
replaced the monarchy and, on Cromwell’s instructions, the crown itself
was smashed to pieces and destroyed.

The Third Civil War

The Scots, disgusted by the king’s execution (see the preceding section),
opened negotiations with his exiled son (who was to become Charles II), who
agreed to abide by the Solemn League and Covenant (the section ‘Setting the
Civil War in swing’ earlier in this chapter has more on this). He was invited to
Scotland and crowned King of Scotland on 1 January 1651.
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Cromwell, fully aware of what was going on, had already crossed the border
in July 1650 and was marching on Edinburgh. His opponent, the veteran
David Leslie, manoeuvred cleverly and employed a ‘scorched earth’ policy
that forced the Roundheads to rely on the fleet for their supplies. Disease,
hunger, and exhaustion reduced Cromwell’s strength by half, leaving him
with just 11,000 men to face Leslie’s 20,000. Cromwell withdrew through
Musselburgh and then to Dunbar, where Leslie boxed him in against the
coast. Cromwell seriously considered embarking the army on his ships and
was prepared to sacrifice his artillery, horses, and baggage if necessary.

Leslie believed that such an evacuation was inevitable. At this point, the
Elders of the Kirk, a group so grim that by comparison the English Puritans
looked like a song-and-dance troupe, started nagging him. On 2 September
they persuaded Leslie to descend from the strong position he held on Doon
Hill during the night to attack Cromwell’s army the following morning. In
fairness, he would not have done so unless he thought he could win. In the
meantime, Cromwell had detected a weakness on the Scottish right and it
was against this weakness that he directed a major attack at first light, while
his artillery was concentrated against the enemy left. Only a splutter of mus-
ketry met Cromwell’s attack and he simply rolled up Leslie’s line. Cromwell’s
men killed some 3000 of the Scots and captured 10,000, together with all their
guns. Cromwell claimed that his own casualties amounted to just 30 killed, a
figure that even the gullible may have found hard to digest. Dissent arose
among the Scots, but Cromwell was unable to take advantage of it as he was
ill. It was not until the middle of the next year that major hostilities resumed.

The Battle of Worcester, 3 September 1651

Charles II crossed the border from Scotland with the intention of marching

on London in the hope of gaining his throne, but attracted little support.
Cromwell followed him, and Charles turned to give battle at Worcester. His
army, which included 6000 Scots, consisted of 8000 infantry, 4000 cavalry, and
some guns. Cromwell produced 18,000 infantry, 9000 cavalry, and some guns.

The Parliamentary army began by attacking across the rivers Severn and Teme
on bridges of boats built by its engineers. Charles’s army beat them back and
opened an attack on the enemy centre. He was making some progress when
Cromwell returned and broke the Royalists’ cavalry, then drove their infantry
into the city, where most of them surrendered. Royalist losses amounted to
3000 killed and up to 7000 captured, along with all their artillery. Few of the
Scots succeeded in making it back to their own country. Charles became a
fugitive for six weeks before escaping to the continent. Cromwell’s casualties
almost certainly came to more than the 300 he admitted to.
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Worcester was the last battle of the Civil Wars, although some Royalist
strongholds held out until 1652. It was not, however, the last battle that
the New Model Army fought.

The Irish Campaign, 164691652

Fighting took place in Ireland between English Royalists, a Catholic
Confederacy, the Anglo-Irish gentry, and the native Irish. To restore order
and establish the Commonwealth’s authority, Cromwell crossed to Ireland in
September 1649. Such was the climate that neither Royalists nor Catholics
expected much in the way of mercy, and Royalist Catholics none at all. Most
had taken refuge in fortified towns, but their ancient walls offered little
defence against Cromwell’s New Model Army with its wide experience of
siegecraft. Drogheda fell in September 1649, Wexford in October 1649, and
Clonmel in May 1650. At every captured fortress the defenders and many
others were ruthlessly massacred. After the fall of Clonmel, Cromwell
returned to England, leaving his subordinates to carry on with the reign of
terror. The last Royalist stronghold in Galway surrendered in May 1652. In
some parts of Ireland the very name of Cromwell is still hated.

Campaigning for the Commonwealth

During the Franco-Spanish War of 1653-1659, Cromwell’s Commonwealth
sided with the French. In 1658 six Cromwellian regiments formed part of an
Anglo-French army that besieged Dunkirk. On 3 June French forces defeated a
strong Spanish relief force, including 2000 English Royalists under the Duke of
York (later James II), four miles east of the town in what became known as the
Battle of the Dunes. Anglo-French losses amounted to 400 killed and wounded.
The Spaniards lost 1000 killed and 5000 captured. Dunkirk surrendered 10
days later, followed by other Spanish fortresses in Flanders. King Louis XIV

of France was so pleased with the result that he ceded Dunkirk to Cromwell
(Charles II, permanently short of money, sold it back to Louis in 1662).
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Chapter 7

Founding a Reqular Army: The Late
Seventeenth Century

In This Chapter

Founding the first professional British army
Adding structure to the military system
Introducing the first regiments

Using the new regiments on campaign

Cromwell’s death in 1658 and Parliament’s invitation to Charles Il to
return to the throne in 1660 meant the end of the New Model Army. You
couldn’t get much more anti-monarchy than those chaps, and inviting the
king back meant the return of a monarchy:.

However, the end of the Civil Wars didn’t mean the end of the need for a
standing army. All the major continental powers now possessed their own
standing armies, and in the changed circumstances of the times, Britain
could not do without one. This chapter covers the earliest days of Britain’s
first regular army, from 1660 to 1695.

The formation of the Regular Army saw the use of the following troop types
in the late seventeenth century:

v Infantry: Most infantrymen (or regiments of foot) were musket armed,
although a few pikes remained. New types of infantrymen emerged in
this period - fusiliers and grenadiers (see the section ‘Introducing new
types of soldier’, later in this chapter, for more on them).

v Cavalry: Regiments of horse were armed with swords and pistols, and
regiments of dragoons fought as mounted infantrymen.

v~ Artillery: Guns were used both on the battlefield and in sieges.

For more on how the army looked, see the section ‘Dressing for battle’, later
in this chapter.
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Raising the new army from scratch presented difficulties. Designed to be a
volunteer, long-service army, the numbers required to raise new regiments
meant that they had to be recruited by persuasion. That was no easy task.
Even regular soldiers dislike being shot in the best of causes, so why should a
civilian expose himself to death, wounds, hard living, tough discipline, brutal
punishments, and poor pay? He may receive bed, board, and clothing, but
was that enough? Some men did indeed enlist because the life appealed to
them. The rest were petty criminals whom the magistrates told to join as an
alternative to prison, men trying to escape their debts, husbands escaping
their wives, and those down on their luck or starving because they were
unable to find employment. If a recruit could read and write, he was lucky
because he was well on the way to becoming a corporal.

In the days before permanent barracks were built, the army often quartered
its men in inns. The civilian population detested soldiers, regarding them as
useless, drunken, licentious brutes. As no police existed at the time, the gov-
ernment often used the army to put down riots and disturbances. The curi-
ous thing is that having been forced by circumstances to become soldiers,
and knowing that their countrymen despised them, the recruits began to
value each other on their merits, came to rely on their colleagues, and so
recovered their self-respect. The regiment became their home and family.
This was the beginning of something that remains peculiar to the British
and some Commonwealth armies, namely regimental spirit. We may want
to remember the Duke of Wellington’s comment (a century or so after the
formation of the regular army) on his troops:

They are the scum of the earth — it really is remarkable what fine fellows we
have made of them!

Raising a regiment: The proprietary system

When Parliament raised a new regiment, it gave a prominent individual such
as a peer or a significant landowner authority to carry this out, voting him a
sum of money for the task. He also received the sums that the regiment’s first
officers paid for their commissions (see the next section), as well as govern-
ment money handed over to him and his successors in subsequent years for
the regiment’s maintenance. The regiment was, in practical terms, this man’s
property. He was its colonel and was responsible for running it (including its
complex financial deals such as pay, uniform allowance, purchase of horses,
and recruiting costs).
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This proprietary system was open to abuse, as the colonel was allowed to
pocket whatever he could save from the regiment’s running expenses. He
perhaps claimed allowances for soldiers listed on the muster roll who did
not exist, or did a deal with a contractor to supply inferior-quality goods
such as uniforms. By no means all colonels were crooked, but for some
raising a regiment was a licence to print money.

Colonels rarely served with their regiments; lieutenant colonels commanded
them in the colonel’s absence. Although each regiment had an official
number, during the early days of the Regular Army period people generally
knew it by its colonel’s name.

Buying a commission

Most officers purchased their commissions (a commission is a document
signed by the sovereign authorising the individual name to serve as an officer
in one of the armed services), as they did every step of promotion up to lieu-
tenant colonel. An officer serving with one regiment could purchase promo-
tion when a vacancy appeared in another, and he transferred across. Guards
regiments were considered an elite, the rest of the army’s cavalry and
infantry being referred to as line regiments. Commissions in the guards cost
twice as much as those in line regiments because those holding them were of
a social standing acceptable to the monarch. Commissions in the cavalry
cost more than those in the infantry because their holders were drawn from a
stratum of society that could afford country pursuits based on the horse, not
always affordable to others; indeed, many cavalry officers went to war
mounted on their own horses. The government set a tariff for commissions,
but in reality prices were much higher. When he retired or left the army, the
officer sold his commission. If he was lucky it had appreciated in value and
he used the money to buy a pension.

The system of commission by purchase is difficult to defend, but in truth

it worked very well. Most officers came from a stratum of society used to
making decisions and giving orders, and were quite capable of courageous
leadership if the circumstances demanded it — although the odd idiot or bad
egg did put in an appearance. Not every officer bought his commission, how-
ever. In some regiments, promising non-commissioned officers (NCOs; that is,
corporals and sergeants) were granted commissions as adjutants, quarter-
masters, and paymasters.

On active service, vacancy and merit played a part in obtaining promotion.
After a particularly successful action, some NCOs and even private soldiers
received a battlefield commission. Officers of the Royal Artillery and Royal
Engineers, having received specialist training, did not need to purchase their
commissions, but as their promotion was by seniority a lieutenant may have
reached middle age before he attained his captaincy.
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Introducing new types of soldier

Evolving military technology led to new types of soldier appearing in the
army. Gunpowder offered more possibilities than merely being the propellant
in guns and muskets - it could be used in a grenade, too. When thrown into
the enemy’s ranks, these hand-held bombs caused casualties among those
closest to them. Of course, no one wanted a grenade exploding too close to
their own troops and for that reason the new grenadiers (who threw the
bombs) were only selected from the tallest men, as they were able to throw
further. Because the tricorne hat worn by most of the line infantry interfered
with the natural swing of the arm when throwing a grenade, grenadiers wore
a headdress similar to a bishop’s mitre, with the front embroidered to a regi-
mental pattern (shown in Figure 7-1).

Another new type of solider was the fusilier, who got their name because they
were armed with an improved type of musket, called a fusil. Their original
purpose was to provide an escort for the Royal Artillery’s guns. This meant
not only defending the guns against the enemy, but also preventing the civil-
ian drivers from making off with the horses when things seemed to be taking
a turn for the worst (the ancient practice of hiring teams of horses to pull the
guns was to continue throughout this period). The first fusilier regiment was
The Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment), 7th Foot, raised in 1685. They
wore similar caps to the grenadiers.

One event changed the nature of the infantryman’s war in the seventeenth
century more than any other. French soldiers invented the bayonet by accident
and of necessity during the 1640 siege of Bayonne. Pikemen were in short
supply and, to defend themselves at close quarters, musketeers cut the heads
off pikes and stuck them in the muzzles of their muskets, which they otherwise
only used as clubs. This plug bayonet had the obvious disadvantage that the
musket could not be fired when it was in use, so the ring bayonet, which fitted
over the musket’s muzzle, followed quickly, and the socket bayonet, which
clipped on to permanent fittings on the musket barrel, succeeded it in turn.

As a result of this invention, the musketeer became his own pikeman and the
pikeman proper disappeared from the battlefield.

Dressing for battle

All soldiers in the Regular Army wore a uniform, unlike in earlier times. A uni-
form provided a useful means of identification in battle that had not existed in
any clear form previously, and it added to an individual unit’s esprit de corps
(pride in your regiment). The national colour chosen for English armies was
scarlet and the cut of a soldier’s coat was not very different from a civilian’s.
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For most practical purposes, the army discarded the remaining vestiges of
armour after the Civil Wars (see Chapter 6). Many cavalry regiments still
wore iron skull caps under their tricorne hats and heavy cavalry continued to
wear the breastplate for a while, the reason in both cases being to protect the
wearer against sword cuts. Figure 7-1 shows a typical infantryman, grenadier,
and cavalryman of the late seventeenth century.

Regiments recognised each other by the facing colour of their cuffs and,

later, turned-back coat tails and lapels. As a general rule, Royal regiments had
blue facings, English regiments white, Scottish regiments yellow, and Welsh
regiments green, but many exceptions existed. Royal regiments wore blue
breeches, and the rest wore white. Until 1716 the Royal Artillery wore scarlet,
but after that date its uniforms were blue with scarlet facings. Engineers wore
scarlet for the excellent reason that they were too valuable to lose, and to an
enemy sniper this colour made them indistinguishable from their infantry
working parties.

The First Regiments

The longest-serving armed unit in Britain is the Yeoman of the Guard, which
Henry VII formed in 1485 as a personal bodyguard. Next comes the Honourable
Artillery Company, directly descended from The Fraternity of the Guild of St
George, which Henry VIII incorporated in 1537. These, however, are not regular
units, and even some of those that are actually predate the formation of the
Regular Army in 1660.



86

Part ll: The Arrival of Gunpowder

The first regiments actually to be embodied in the army were:

v~ The Buffs (The Royal East Kent Regiment) or 3rd Foot, 1572. Originally
raised by Elizabeth I as ‘The Hollands Regiment’. Still serving with the
Dutch when Charles II declared war on Holland in 1665, and refused to
fight against England, so was absorbed into the British army:.

+ The Royal Scots or 1st Foot, 1633. Claimed descent from a Roman legion
serving in Scotland, hence its nickname of ‘Pontius Pilate’s Bodyguard’.
During the Crimean War this assertion led to a punch-up with a French
infantry regiment that claimed descent from the legion that had been
on duty at the Crucifixion. The Royal Scots’ continuous existence began
under Charles I in 1633. It subsequently served the King of France before
transferring back to the British service.

v The Coldstream or 2nd Foot Guards, 1650. Originally Monck’s
Regiment in the New Model Army. Disliked being second to the
Grenadier Guards and deliberately adopted the motto Nulli Secundus
(second to none).

v The Life Guards, 1660. Served as Charles II's escort while he was in exile.

v The Grenadier or 1st Foot Guards, 1660. Originally known as ‘The
Royal Regiment of Guards’. Accompanied Charles Il in exile.

v The Royal Horse Guards, 1661. Began life as a Parliamentary regiment.
v The Queen’s Royal Regiment (West Surrey) or 2nd Foot, 1661.
v The King’s Own Royal Regiment (Lancaster) or 4th Foot, 1680.

v The Scots Guards or 3rd Foot Guards, 1685. Originally formed
about 1639.

More infantry regiments formed between 1685 and 1689, more in 1701, and
other at intervals up to 1800. Seven regiments of horse and six of dragoons
became established between 1681 and 1689.

In theory, an infantry regiment had a nominal strength of 1200 and contained
ten companies. Two companies, known as the flank companies, differed

from the rest. One was the Grenadier Company, containing the biggest and
strongest men in the regiment (who also lobbed grenades at their enemies —
described in the section ‘Introducing new types of soldier’ earlier in this
chapter), and the other was the Light Company, whose men were employed
as skirmishers (usually marksmen who picked off the enemy’s officers and
kept the enemy’s skirmishers at a distance). On active service, these compa-
nies were often temporarily removed from the regiment to form Grenadier or
Light regiments. Orders were given within a company by:
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v A captain
v Alieutenant
v An ensign or second lieutenant

v Two sergeants and three corporals

Regiments of horse consisted of six troops, each with a nominal strength of
100 men. The troop’s leaders were:

v A captain
1 A lieutenant
v A cornet

v A quartermaster-sergeant and three sergeants or corporals-of-horse.

Colours

An infantry regiment possessed two Colours (regimental flags), the Sovereign’s
and the Regimental Colour; this holds true even today. Before going on cam-
paign, a regiment trooped its Colours along the ranks, allowing soldiers to
recognise them amid the noise, confusion, and dense smoke of a real battle. In
action Colours were deployed in the centre of the regiment’s line and formed a
rallying point in critical circumstances.

The Colours enshrined the regiment’s honour, spirit, and traditions, and men
guarded them to the death if the situation warranted it. The capture of an
enemy Colour was a signal feat of arms.

Cavalry regiments carry a single standard or swallow-tailed guidon of smaller
dimensions than the infantry Colours. The Royal Regiment of Artillery has
never possessed Colours, but attaches a similar importance to its guns.

Battle honours and honour titles

Battle honours started to be awarded to regiments that have distinguished
themselves in specific battles or campaigns, and this tradition continues in
the modern British army. Honours are not awarded for defeats, no matter how
gallantly a regiment may have fought, nor in civil wars. The honour consists of
a name and sometimes a date, and is embroidered on a regiment’s Colours.

The first battle honour, Tangier, 1662-80, was awarded to The Grenadier
Guards, The Coldstream Guards, The Royal Dragoons (The Royals, 1st
Dragoons), The Royal Scots, and The Queen’s Regiment. This was for the
defence of Tangier, which formed part of Portuguese princess Catherine de
Braganza’s dowry when she married Charles II.
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Preparing for War: Logistics, Ballistics,
and Fortification

The introduction of a Regular Army, and the increasing professionalism and
organisation of the troops, required the military support services and infra-
structure to catch up:

1 Logistics (the science of supply) involves everything an army eats,
wears, and uses, and requires considerable forethought. At this period
logistic science was in its infancy, but the need was apparent for conve-
niently sited supply depots and magazines (weapon, gunpowder, and
ammunition storage). Logistics went hand in hand with accountability,
which meant that from the outset an item of equipment such as a
musket had to be signed for every time it changed hands. This made the
last signatory responsible for the item, ensuring that he took care of it
and preventing its loss or sale to interested outsiders. This started the
ball rolling on a bureaucracy that, as discussed in Chapter 13 on the
Crimean War, got completely out of hand and resulted in severe hard-
ship for the fighting troops.

v~ Ballistics (the study of how guns and their ammunition perform) was
still at a comparatively early stage. The army had much to learn, but it
already knew a great deal about such things as trajectories, fuse setting,
and probable casualties inflicted at a given range. Heavy guns always
played a major role in sieges, but the army was now giving serious
thought to lighter weapons with increased mobility that field armies
used together in batteries. Infantry battalions were already issued with
two small guns apiece, manned at first by their own men but later by
members of the Royal Artillery.

v Fortification underwent a radical change. Medieval castles were no
match for sustained gunfire, and Henry VIII’s old forts still left dead
ground for the enemy to exploit (see Chapter 5). The same was not true
of wedge-shaped bastions, which provided mutual support covering
every angle of approach; from these bastions evolved the star system of
fortification (so called because the overall design of a fortress consisting
of bastions linked by curtain walls resembled a star). Most of these
defences were sunk into the earth, with only the fighting parapets and
gun embrasures visible above ground. From their outer edges the perma-
nent defences consisted of a sloped glacis, counterscarp, ditch, scarp,
and ramparts. To an outside observer, even the parapets were difficult
to spot as a deep layer of earth covered them to cushion the impact of
cannon balls and so reduce the danger from flying stone splinters.
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Vauban forts: The best of the best

The master of the star system fortification was a
French officer, Sebastien le Prestre du Vauban,
who became the French army’s Director of
Engineering. Vauban's approach was precise and
mathematical. Given the number and type of guns
employed in a siege, together with the construc-
tion of the fortress, he calculated with reasonable
accuracy how long the defences may be capable

of holding out. Comparatively few Vauban-style
fortresses were built in the British Isles, but
British engineer officers had to be familiar with
them as they had to deal with them in Europe. The
new complexities of fortification and siegecraft
led to the establishment of permanent bodies of
military engineers, whose work also included
bridge and road building.

To launch an assault on such a fortress without adequate preparation
was to invite crippling casualties; mining offered an alternative if the
ditch was dry, but this involved tunnelling through the foundations of
the counterscarp, then under the ditch, and finally through the thick-
ness of the scarp. The only method likely to guarantee success was to
concentrate artillery fire against a weak spot in the defences; these bat-
teries were dug in 550 metres (600 yards) from the walls, and connected
by a trench that became known as the First Parallel. From this zigzag
saps (smaller trenches) were pushed out and the guns brought forward
to establish a Second Parallel 250 metres (300 yards) from the defences.
This was repeated until a Third Parallel existed within musket shot of
the defences. When the defences had been battered into silence and a
breach in the walls effected, the garrison surrendered, or the attacker
launched an assault.

Getting Some Action!

The Regular Army’s first campaign took place in North Africa, defending
Tangier against the Moors until possession of the town was relinquished
in 1684.

The Battle of Sedgemoor, 6 July 1685

The following year the Duke of Monmouth (the illegitimate son of Charles II)
landed in the English West Country to raise the standard of rebellion against
his unpopular uncle, James II, who had become king in February 1685 after
Charles II's death. Government troops destroyed the Duke’s small army,
consisting mainly of countrymen armed with little better than scythes, at
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Sedgemoor on 6 July 1685. The Duke rashly attempted a night approach march
with his raw levies, but this failed to achieve the hoped-for surprise. The out-
come of the battle was predictable. Nevertheless, the battle demonstrated the
efficiency of well-drilled infantry armed with muskets and is interesting for the
presence of a Regular Army officer named John Churchill, who later became
Duke of Marlborough (for more on him, see the very next chapter).

The Battle of the Boyne, 1 July 1690

In 1688, William of Orange, a staunch Protestant married to James II's daugh-
ter Mary, landed in Devon with Dutch troops to overthrow the pro-Catholic
King of England, James II (for more on this, see Sean Lang’s British History For
Dummies, published by Wiley). No fighting took place, the army simply joining
William’s cause. When James escaped to France, Parliament adjudged him to
have abdicated and conferred the crown jointly on William and Mary. Then
James thought better of leaving and attempted to recover his throne, landing
in Ireland in 1689 with some French troops. He managed to put together 18,000
infantry and 5000 cavalry, most of whom were Irish Catholics, and six guns.
James was withdrawing towards Dublin when, on 1 July 1690, William’s army
forced a battle at the crossing of the river Boyne. William had 35,000 men at
his disposal: 26,500 infantry, 8000 cavalry, and 50 guns. As well as English and
Dutch, his army included Irish Protestants and French Huguenots. English
regular regiments present included 11 cavalry or dragoon regiments and 12
infantry regiments.

William launched a frontal attack across the river, simultaneously sending a
force upstream to fall on James’s left flank. William’s attack met fierce opposi-
tion, but as soon as pressure from the flanking force made itself felt, James’s
army began to disintegrate. For such an important battle, casualties were
remarkably light on both sides: William had 2000 men killed or wounded,
while James suffered 1500 casualties.

James took off for France again and died in exile, although his family and
supporters, named Jacobites (the posh Latin name for James or Jimmy is
Jacobus), continued to be a real pain in the neck for the British monarchy
in the next half-century (see Chapter 9).

Under William’s rule, British troops took part in the long-forgotten War of

the League of Augsburg (1689-1697). They fought in several equally forgotten
battles, some of which were very bloody indeed, but the only one deemed
worthy of a Battle Honour was Namur, 1695.
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In this part . . .

F)r over a century, the United Kingdom was at war
with France almost continuously. Some of the wars
were about who was going to sit on which throne where,
and some were about who was going to dominate terri-
tories in North America and India. Rebellions were also
put down closer to home. The British Army was heavily
involved when 13 of the American colonies rebelled, win-
ning most of the battles in what many people on both
sides felt was an unnecessary civil war. During the French
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars Britain was involved
in yet more fighting in various parts of the world, notably
Spain and Portugal, and played a major part in the final
defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo.

This period saw the British Army begin to forge traditions
that have lasted to the present day, fighting under such
gifted commanders as Marlborough, Amherst, Wolfe, and
Wellington.




Chapter 8

0'er the Hills and Far Away:
Marlborough Country and Beyond

In This Chapter
The War of Spanish Succession, 1701-1714
The War of Austrian Succession, 1740-1748
The Seven Years’ War, 1756-1763
Fighting in India, the Americas, and Gibraltar

Fe keystone of British foreign policy in Europe in the eighteenth century
was to preserve a balance of power, which required preventing too much
power passing into the hands of any one European royal family. This meant
that the cause of most of the wars fought during the century was dynastic.
Later in the century, rival British and French interests overseas meant that
fighting took part in many parts of the world (see the section ‘Same Old
Enemy, Brand New Venues’ later in this chapter for more on these cam-
paigns), leading some historians to describe this conflict as the first of the
world wars.

“&N\BEH Although primarily a sea power, Britain committed its army to these wars to
fight alongside its allies. After a virtual absence from the European continent
of two-and-a-half centuries, the British soldier quickly re-established his repu-
tation as a tough opponent, stubborn to the point of immobility in defence
and very difficult to stop when he attacked.

&

This was the era of the red-coated, tricorne hat-wearing soldier, arrayed on the
battlefield in neat lines and columns. There had been a regular army for just a
few decades by the start of the eighteenth century (see Chapter 7); soldiers
were little changed from those outlined in the previous chapter, and the uni-
forms they fought in were similar; and some advances were made in cavalry
warfare — see the sidebar ‘New cavalry developments’ for more information.
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One of the best-remembered recruiting songs of the period, still sung today,
was ‘O’er the Hills and Far Away’ - just the thing to attract young men who
wanted to go places and do things. Parliament liked the song too, because

it had never forgotten that the New Model Army once booted its members,
honourable and otherwise, out into the street (see Chapter 6) . . . so it liked
to keep the troops fully occupied abroad. Figure 8-1 shows the location of the
main battles featured in this chapter.

NORTH SEA

|
Figure 8-1:
Major
British
battles in
eighteenth-
century
Europe.
|

1. Malplaguet 4. Ramilles 7. Emsdorf
2. Oudenarde 5. Minden 8. Dettingen
3. Fontenoy 6. Warburg 9. Blenheim
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New cavalry developments

In 1746 Parliament began to convert the old reg-
iments of horse into dragoons. Dragoons
received less pay, rode less expensive horses,
and were generally cheaper to maintain.
Naturally, this was not a popular move for those
directly involved, so as a sop to their wounded
pride they were allowed to call themselves
Dragoon Guards. Obviously, spin doctoring is
not the newest of the black arts.

In 1756 an entirely new form of cavalry soldier
began to make his appearance. One troop from

obstacle clearing, and fighting in rough or close
country, as well as the usual cavalry roles.
Individual soldiers were expected to use their ini-
tiative, a novel concept at the time. Designated
Light Dragoons, they raided the coast of France
with the help of the Royal Navy in 1758. French
dockyards and marine arsenals were destroyed
and raids were made on inland towns. Such was
the uproar that French troops had to be with-
drawn from the fighting in Germany to reassure
the population. As a result, four Light Dragoon
regiments were raised, numbered 15th to 18th.

95

each of the existing regiments received spe-
cialised training in scouting, reconnaissance,

The War of Spanish Succession,

1701-1714

It didn’t matter to Britain who clambered aboard the Spanish throne . . . as
long as it wasn’t Louis XIV of France. The Dutch, Austrians, Prussians, and
several German states agreed, so they formed a Grand Alliance and war was
on. In 1704 British marines (soldiers for sea-service as they were known offi-
cially) captured Gibraltar and held it against all comers, and in 1708 they also
captured the island of Minorca. These successes in Spanish territory, how-
ever welcome, paled into insignificance compared to the victories that
Marlborough was winning elsewhere with his Allied armies.

In the War of Spanish Succession, the army’s leader was John Churchill, Duke
of Marlborough, one of the great captains of any army throughout history.
Marlborough was a rare combination of strategist, tactician, and logistician, a
commander who insisted that one of his officers’ most important duties was
the welfare of their men, a general so interested in the daily details of his sol-
diers’ lives that they gave him the affectionate nickname of Corporal John.
The British generals who commanded in the later wars of the eighteenth cen-
tury were not of quite the same calibre as the Duke of Marlborough, but some
of them produced quite extraordinary results; others were merely competent;
and one, Lord George Sackville, later Lord George Germaine, should have
been shot (more on him in ‘The Battle of Minden, 1 August 1759’ later in this
chapter and in Chapter 9).
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The Battle of Blenheim, 13 August 1704

A stalemate on the Danube front (one of the areas where the Grand Alliance
was facing off against the French and their Bavarian allies) and the need

to break the Franco-Bavarian siege of Vienna started the build-up to this
famous battle.

Marlborough'’s British troops marched from the Low Countries all the way to
Bavaria to play their part. Thanks to Marlborough’s planning, replacement
shoes and other supplies had been purchased in advance and were collected
along the route. When the allied army of Prince Eugene of Savoy joined
Marlborough’s, this forced the Franco-Bavarian army under Marshal Count
Camille de Tallard to react and give battle.

The Allied army under the joint command of Marlborough and Eugene con-
sisted of 65 infantry battalions and 160 cavalry squadrons - a total of 52,000
men, of whom 10,000 were British. Tallard’s Franco-Bavarian army consisted
of 79 infantry battalions and 140 cavalry squadrons — a total of 56,000 men
and 90 guns. The river Danube on the right and a range of wooded hills on
the left protected Tallard’s position. Most of his infantry was positioned in
three villages along his front:

v Blenheim on the right
v Oberglau on the centre left
v Lutzingen on the left

Marlborough noted that only lightly supported cavalry held the Franco-
Bavarian centre between Blenheim and Oberglau, and that a large area of
undefended water meadows lay between the enemy lines and the Nebel
stream, a tributary of the Danube. He therefore decided to keep the enemy
garrisons of the villages fully occupied while his principal thrust tore open
Tallard’s centre. The Allies’ early-morning approach to the battlefield
achieved a complete tactical surprise, although it could not fully exploited
as Eugene’s imperial troops had further to march than Marlborough’s wing
of the combined army, which contained the British contingent. At 12.30 p.m.
Marlborough and Eugene attacked simultaneously.

Lord Cutts’s British battalions failed to break through Blenheim’s defences,
but caused the French such concern that the local commander committed
his army’s entire infantry reserve to that village, without bothering to men-
tion it to Tallard. The result was that no fewer than 27 infantry battalions
were crammed uselessly into the village and the much smaller British force
was able to contain them. At Oberglau the Allied attack met determined resis-
tance, but Marlborough brought up reinforcements and here, too, contained
the garrison. On the right, Eugene’s troops also pinned down the garrison of
Lutzingen. Meanwhile, British troops were fording the Nebel and forming up
in the fields beyond.
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Tallard, suddenly aware of the danger, ordered his cavalry to charge the
British. For a while the outcome remained in doubt. Then Marlborough per-
sonally brought up a brigade of cuirassiers (heavy cavalrymen protected by
breast and back plates) that Eugene had made available. This threw back the
French counter-attack and by 5.30 p.m. the Allies had broken through the
French centre. The Bavarians left the field, with Eugene snapping at their
heels. At 11 p.m. the garrison of Blenheim surrendered. Tallard, together with
Marshal de Marsin and several more generals, was captured. The victory was
complete, but it cost the Allies 12,000 killed and wounded. Franco-Bavarian
losses included 20,000 killed and wounded, 14,000 captured, 6000 desertions,
and 60 guns taken. As a result of the battle the Allies raised the siege of
Vienna and overran Bavaria.

The Battle of Ramillies, 22 May 1706

The Allied victory at Blenheim (see the previous section) so enraged Louis
XIV that he wanted nothing better than the chance to restore the prestige of
the French army. He ordered Marshal Duke Francois de Villeroi, commander
of his troops in the Spanish Netherlands, to bring Marlborough to battle. That
was generous of him, because Marlborough had been trying to bring Villeroi
to battle for some time, without success!

The two armies converged near Namur, in modern-day Belgium. Marlborough'’s
Allied army possessed 74 infantry battalions and 123 cavalry squadrons, a total
of 62,000 men and 120 guns. Villeroi’s strength amounted to 70 infantry battal-
ions and 132 cavalry squadrons, a total of 60,000 men, and 70 guns.

Marlborough began the battle with an aggressive feint (diversionary attack)
against the French left. It looked serious enough to Villeroi, who reinforced
his apparently threatened flank with infantry from his centre. On the Allied
left, however, the French cavalry seemed to be gaining the upper hand until
Marlborough brought up additional squadrons from his centre and right and
drove them off the field. The Allied cavalry then swung right to roll up the
French line, while an infantry assault stormed its way into the village of
Ramillies in the centre of Villeroi’s position. What was left of the French
army was forced to conduct a disorderly retreat.

Marlborough’s casualties included 1000 killed and 3600 wounded. French
losses came to 8000 killed and wounded, 7000 captured, and 50 guns. The
Allies took a further 14,000 prisoners as one French fortress after another
surrendered to Marlborough as he overran the Spanish Netherlands. Villeroi
got the sack.
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The Battle of Oudenarde, 11 July 1708

After Ramillies (see the preceding section), Marshal Duke Louis Joseph de
Vendome took charge of the French forces, and proved himself an aggressive
commander. In 1708, however, the young Duke of Burgundy was given nominal
command of the French Army of Flanders, although he left Vendome to exer-
cise operational command. Vendome outmanoeuvred Marlborough during
the early days of July, but Burgundy lost his nerve and ordered Vendome

not to give battle. A right royal row ensued and the troops were aware of it.
Meanwhile, Marlborough was joined by his ally Eugene. Thanks to the bicker-
ing in the French camp, the Allies were able to make an unopposed crossing
of the river Scheldt. They converged on Oudenarde, where the French had
concentrated, and made a plan of attack similar to that used at Blenheim
(see ‘The Battle of Blenheim, 13 August 1704’ earlier in this chapter).

The Allied army consisted of 85 infantry battalions and 150 cavalry squadrons,
a total of 80,000 men. The French had 90 infantry battalions and 170 cavalry
squadrons. The Allies were unable to put their ‘Blenheim plan’ into action
because Vendome, having finally knocked some sense into Burgundy’s head,
launched an attack of his own. The battle was marked by heavy, continuous
fighting rather than tactical skill. By dusk the Allies had driven in both of
Vendome’s flanks, ensuring victory, and it looked as though this double envel-
opment would trap the French centre. However, many of the French managed
to escape during the night.

The Allies lost 2000 killed and 5000 wounded, while French losses included
4000 killed, 2000 wounded, 9000 captured, and 3000 desertions. Marlborough’s
victory restored the strategic initiative to the Allies and the capture of the
French city of Lille followed later in the year.

The Battle of Malplaquet,
11 September 1709

Much of 1709 was spent in inconclusive manoeuvring, but in September the
Allies laid siege to Mons, and Marshal the Duke Claude de Villars (command-
ing the nearest French army) advanced to relieve the town. He entrenched
his troops at the nearby village of Malplaquet, knowing this would provoke
Marlborough into attacking him. Having left some 20,000 men in the siege
lines, the Allies advanced on Malplaquet, where they fought Villars’s force
on 11 September.
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In total, the Allies possessed 128 infantry battalions and 253 cavalry squadrons,
a total of 110,000 men (of whom 90,000 were engaged at Malplaquet), and 100
guns. Villars had 96 infantry battalions and 180 cavalry squadrons, a total of
80,000 men, and 60 guns. The Allied plan was for Eugene to mount a holding
attack on the French left while part of Marlborough'’s troops mounted a similar
attack on the enemy right. Marlborough’s intention was to smash through the
French centre once Villars had committed all his reserves.

Amid bitter fighting, Eugene was wounded but refused to leave the field.
Villars was wounded so badly while leading a counter-attack that command
passed to Boufflers (his second-in-command). When Marlborough’s hammer-
blow attack broke through the French centre during the afternoon, Boufflers
promptly counter-attacked with his last reserves and re-established the line.
Marlborough and Eugene committed their remaining reserves and once again
penetrated the enemy’s centre. Boufflers, lacking the resources to mount
another counter-attack, initiated a withdrawal that his troops executed in
good order.

Allied casualties included 6500 killed and 14,000 wounded. The French lost
4500 killed, 8000 wounded, and 10 guns captured. Everyone was horrified by
these figures. Marlborough had political enemies at home and they used the
losses against him to such good effect that Queen Anne removed him from
active duty in 1711.

Handing out the spoils of war

The War of Spanish Succession spluttered on until the Treaty of Utrecht,
signed in 1713, provided a basis for ending hostilities. Nearly everyone got
prizes. Britain got Newfoundland and part of Canada. Its allies got large slices
of Europe, mainly at Spain’s expense. Spain got a king it could live with . . .
and France got nothing.

The War of Austrian Succession,

17460-1748

When Maria Theresa ascended the throne of Imperial Austria in 1740, a
number of European rulers challenged her right to it. Others with differing
views put their oar in until, once again, the real issue in dispute was whether
France was to become the dominant power in the continent. Naturally, Britain
allied itself with those who weren’t too keen on that idea, including Holland,
Hanover, Hesse, and various German states.
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The Battle of Dettingen, 27 June 1743

The Allied army attempted to separate the French from their Bavarian allies,
but was forced to retreat when the French got across its lines of communica-
tions with Flanders. These lines needed to be reopened before any further
action could be taken. On 27 June 1743 the Army was marching west along
the north bank of the river Main only to find a French army, last seen on the
south bank of the river, blocking its path at the village of Dettingen. French
artillery also began firing on the Allied column from across the river.

King George II of England commanded the Allied army, accompanied by his
second son, William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland. He had under his com-
mand some 40,000 British, Hanoverian, and Hessian troops. His opponent was
Marshal the Duke Adrien de Noailles, with 30,000 troops under his command.

e&N\BER

& Most of the British troops at Dettingen had not been on active service since
Marlborough’s day (see ‘The War of Spanish Succession, 1701-1714’, earlier
in this chapter) and were not fully trained.

vg:\sTRATfol_ Both armies deployed with one flank on the river and the other on the

5 Spessart hills to the north, the bulk of their cavalry being drawn up beside
E ‘ the river Main. Noailles, thinking that it would be terrific fun to capture

the British king, sent a force along the south bank to cross the river at
Aschaffenburg, behind the Allied army, hoping to trap it. George despatched
the British and Hanoverian Foot Guards to contain the move, which came to
nothing. The battle itself was a confused, untidy affair. George’s horse bolted,
but he got it under control and dismounted beside an infantry regiment,
commenting that he could trust his own legs not to run away with him. The
French cavalry, led by the Maison du Roi regiment, mounted a charge but
were driven back after what seems to have been a fiercely contested mélée.
In this, Cornet Richards of the Britain’s 8th Horse (later 7th Dragoon Guards)
was surrounded and received no fewer than 30 wounds defending the regi-
ment’s Standard. George Il later presented him with this Standard, an award
considered to be the equivalent of the modern Victoria Cross. Dragoon
Thomas Brown exposed himself to terrible danger but succeeded in rescuing
the Standard of the 3rd Dragoons (later 3rd Hussars), for which the king
knighted him (for more on the importance of Standards, see Chapter 7).

Lieutenant Colonel Sir Andrew Agnew of Lochawe gave strict orders to his
regiment, the 21st Foot (Royal Scots Fusiliers), that they were not to fire until
they saw the whites of the enemy’s eyes. At one stage during the fighting it
looked as though they were about to be attacked by a French cavalry regi-
ment. The 21st Foot gave a few volleys and then went for it with their bayo-
nets, killing many of the enemy and chasing the rest off the field. For infantry
to attack cavalry in this way was unheard of and stood the accepted rules on
their head (or so the French probably said when they drew breath).
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Then the turn of the French infantry came. The British regiments formed the
first line of the Allied infantry. Some regiments fired their opening volleys at
extreme range and wasted them. Others waited until the range had closed to
within 90 metres (100 yards) then let fly, inflicting heavy losses. For some
reason, possibly the previous repulse of its cavalry, something like panic
swept through the French ranks. Led by one of France’s poshest regiments,
the Gardes Francaises, the infantry and cavalry alike headed through
Dettingen and over the boat bridges by which they had crossed from the
south bank. One of these capsized, pitching those on it into the river, in
which many drowned.

The battle was over. Some 2500 of George’s soldiers were killed or wounded.
The French lost 5000 killed, wounded, and drowned. The French withdrew
across the Rhine and the Allied army continued on its way to Flanders.

Dettingen was the last occasion in history when a king led British troops
into battle. Among the officers present were George Augustus Elliott, the
future defender of Gibraltar during its epic siege (see the section, ‘Defending
Gibraltar’, at the end of this chapter); Lieutenant James Wolfe, who captured
Quebec (more on this in ‘The French and Indian War, 1753-1763’, later in this
chapter); and Lieutenant Jeffrey Amherst, who rose to the rank of Field
Marshal and was largely responsible for ejecting the French from Canada
(see ‘The French and Indian War, 1753-1763’, later in this chapter).

The Battle of Fontenoy, 11 May 1745

In spring 1745 the priority for the Duke of Cumberland, commanding the
Allied army, was to relieve the besieged fortress of Tournai. To achieve this
he first had to defeat a French army commanded by Marshal Count Maurice
de Saxe, accompanied by King Louis XV. Cumberland’s British-Hanoverian-
Dutch-Austrian army (and that’s quite some combo!) consisted of 56 infantry
battalions, 87 cavalry squadrons, and 80 guns. Saxe commanded 66 infantry
battalions, 129 cavalry squadrons, and 70 guns.

Saxe had serious doubts about his troops’ ability to stand against the British
in the open, so he selected a strong defensive position. His right rested on the
little town of Antoing on the Scheldt, from which his line ran along a low ridge
to Fontenoy, and then along another low ridge to the dense Barri wood.
Antoing and Fontenoy were both heavily fortified. In addition, three redoubts
reinforced the line connecting the two. Two further redoubts were positioned
on the left flank. One of these, at the corner of Barri wood, was named the Eu
Redoubt, after the regiment holding it. Cumberland’s plan was for the right
wing of his army, led by British regiments, to attack the French line between
Fontenoy and Barri wood, while the left wing, led by the Dutch, attacked
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between Fontenoy and Antoing. At the last moment the British spotted the Eu
Redoubt, and as it was clearly capable of firing into the flank of the British
advance, it had to be taken. Cumberland detailed one Hanoverian and three
British battalions for the job, under a Colonel Ingoldsby of the 1st Foot
Guards. Unfortunately, apart from asking for some artillery support, Ingoldsby
refused to move. To make matters worse, the Dutch attempts failed to take
Fontenoy. This meant that the British advance would now come under fire
from both flanks. Nevertheless, Cumberland decided that it should go ahead.

The regiments (see the sidebar ‘Fontenoy: Who was there?’ for which)
mounted the gentle slope of the ridge, taking casualties from the flank as they
did so. As they breasted the rise, they came face to face with the enemy’s
Gardes Francaises and the Gardes Suisses. In the aftermath of Dettingen, the
British infantry had concentrated on delivering precise, close-quarter volleys.
During an exchange of fire, both French Garde regiments sustained serious
casualties and fell back in disorder. The advance continued into the heart of
the French position, where each British regiment formed a square (the recog-
nised defence against horsemen) in anticipation of a counter-attack by cav-
alry. Saxe brought up eight infantry battalions from his second line, but they
were dealt with in a similar manner to the Garde regiments. The British then
formed a single large, hollow square and this blasted every cavalry attack that
came within range, emptying saddles by the score.

At this stage, Cumberland may have won a victory if he had ordered the
British cavalry to counter-charge. He could not, because he had come further
forward than an army commander should and was trapped inside the square.
When he was at last able to send an officer out with orders to bring up the
cavalry, the horsemen found their way blocked by crowds of fleeing
Dutchmen, whose own attacks had failed dismally.

Fontenoy: Who was there?

As the brave infantry action at Fontenoy holds a of Wellington’s (West Riding) Regiment),

special place in their history, it's worth looking 20th Foot (1/Lancashire Fusiliers).

EL I RS B P v~ Second Line: 3rd Foot (1/The Buffs (East Kent

v~ First Line: 1st Foot Guards (1/Grenadier Regiment)), 23rd Foot (1/Royal Welsh
Guards), 2nd Foot Guards (1/Coldstream Fusiliers), 32nd Foot (1/The Duke of Cornwall's
Guards), 3rd Foot Guards (1/Scots Guards), Light Infantry), 11th Foot (1/The Devonshire
1st Foot (1/Royal Scots), 21st Foot (1/Royal Regiment), 28th Foot (1/The Gloucestershire
Scots Fusiliers), 31st Foot (1/East Surrey Regiment), 34th Foot (1/The Border Regiment),
Regiment), 8th Foot (1/The King's (Liverpool) 20th Foot (1/The Lancashire Fusiliers), and
Regiment), 25th Foot (1/The King’s Own Hanoverians.

Scottish Borderers), 33rd Foot (1/The Duke
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Go ahead and shoot! See if | care!

One story about the Battle of Fontenoy con-
cerns who asked whom to fire first. It has a
basis in fact. The most generally accepted ver-
sion is that when the British and French Guards
were on the point of engaging each other, Lord
John Hay, commanding the 1st Foot Guards'
Grenadier or King’s Company, stepped forward
with a flask in his hand. Raising his hat, he drank
his enemies’ health and called across to them:
‘We are the English Guards and we hope you
will stand till we come up to you and not swim
the Scheldt as you did the Main at Dettingen!”

Company, these are the French Guards and |
hope you are going to beat them today!" His men
answered with a cheer. The French officers
raised their hats and bowed in a spirit of equal
sarcasm. The French volley did little damage,
but the British reply bowled over much of the
French line. Those still on their feet, imagining
that they were about to be charged with bayo-
nets, took to their heels. Another version has it
that what Hay actually said was along the lines
of: ‘Gentlemen of France, perhaps you would
care to fire first?’

103

Turning round, he continued: ‘Men of the King’s

,\STRATQ)’ Saxe now prepared to destroy the incredibly stubborn British square. He
§ brought up four guns loaded with grapeshot and fired at close quarters,
s b blowing holes in the British ranks. The Irish Brigade, consisting of Irish

emigrants serving the French king, came up on the right flank of the square,
and the rallied Garde, together with other regiments that had just seen off
the Dutch, came up on the left. The Irish lost their brigade commander and

a third of their strength, and their comrades on the other flank made no
progress either. Saxe threw in his last reserve, the cavalry of the Maison du
Roi, and Cumberland ordered the diminishing British square to retire, which
it did in good order. The British cavalry, free at last from the crowds of Dutch
fugitives, came forward and provided a screen for the infantry regiments as
they formed up and marched off.

Conservative estimates put the number of casualties sustained by each side
as well in excess of 7000. In addition, numerous desertions occurred from the
Allied army. At one stage senior French officers believed that they had lost
the battle. Saxe commented in his despatch, ‘We have won a victory, but may
I never see such another.’ He went on to capture Tournai and other fortresses
in the Austrian Netherlands, while George Il withdrew the British from the
Continent to deal with the rebellion in Scotland (see Chapter 9).

The Seven Vears’ War, 17561763

The War of Austrian Succession (see the previous section) ended in a draw,
with most nations finishing up exactly where they began. The peace that
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followed was only a lull, however, as Frederick the Great of Prussia had
designs on Austrian territory, resulting in a general European war. British
concerns included the safety of Hanover and stopping the French from
winning a dominant position in Europe.

Losing Minorca, 1756

In April 1756 a French army of 15,000 men under Marshal Duke Louis de
Richelieu sailed to Minorca and laid siege to the ancient and ruinous Fort St
Philip, near the capital, Port Mahon. A 3000-strong garrison including the 4th
Foot (1/The King’s Own Royal Regiment (Lancaster)), the 24th Foot (1/South
Wales Borderers) and the 34th Foot (1/The Border Regiment) defended the
fort. In command was tough, vigorous, 84-year-old General Blakeney, who put
up a spirited defence.

Minorca provided an excellent naval base in the Mediterranean and the British
were loath to lose it. On 19 May a Royal Naval task force with reinforcements
aboard appeared off the island. The following day it had the worst of an
encounter with the French fleet and sailed away. The British naval comman-
der, Admiral John Byng, was court-martialled for failing in his duty, convicted,
and shot. Many felt that the punishment was unduly harsh. Even the French
had some sympathy for him.

Fort St Philip could expect no further help. The garrison’s strength had now
been reduced to 1500 troops. It resisted for 70 days and even during the final
French assault, which was only partially successful, the defenders inflicted
2000 casualties on the enemy. Recognising that further resistance was point-
less, Blakeney asked for terms of surrender. Richelieu, a chivalrous opponent,
granted the garrison the full honours of war, including the right to embark
for home.

The Battle of Minden, 1 August 1759

In the summer of 1759 a Franco-Saxon army under Marshal the Marquis Louis
de Contades successfully manoeuvred itself into a position between an Allied
army under Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick and the Hanoverian territory that
the Allies were supposed to defend. Ostensibly, Contades had simply to
march out of Minden and on into Hanover, while for Brunswick the priority
was to reopen communications with friendly territory. Contades had 80
infantry battalions and 61 cavalry squadrons, a total of 54,000 men, and 170
guns under his command, while Brunswick’s British-Hanoverian-Hessian-
Prussian army possessed 46 infantry battalions and 61 cavalry squadrons,

a total of 42,500 men, and 187 guns.
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.\ST“ATQ)' Brunswick appreciated that Contades’s position at Minden was too strong to

ISVO" attack, but he believed that by offering the French the bait of a 10,000-strong

= b detachment at the grimly named village of Todtenhausen (‘Houses of the
dead’) two miles downstream from Minden, he could fall on their flank if they
fell for the ruse. They did, and a spy brought details of their plans to him.

By 1 a.m. on 1 August Brunswick knew that the French were on the march to
snap up what seemed to be easy prey. His army was already camped in eight
columns, the order in which it would make its approach march to the intended
battlefield. Grumbling, the troops were turned out of their blankets and moved
off through the windy, rain-lashed darkness. At first light, about 4.30 a.m., they
were approaching Minden Heath. They could see Todtenhausen shrouded in
the smoke of battle, but the howling gale whipped away the sound of the guns.
As they got nearer, the details of Contades’s deployment became apparent. His
right rested on the Weser and his left in some marshland. Contrary to the
accepted custom of the day, his cavalry was massed in the centre and his
infantry on the wings, almost certainly because the centre of the battlefield
offered firmer going for the horsemen.

Brunswick’s No 3 Column, commanded by Lieutenant General August

von Spoercken and deployed in two lines, contained both battalions of

the Hanoverian Guard Regiment, Hardenburg’s Hanoverian regiment,

and six British regiments. These six regiments were later known as the
‘Unsurpassable Six’. They were the 12th Foot (1/The Suffolk Regiment),
37th Foot (1/The Hampshire Regiment), 23rd Foot (1/Royal Welch Fusiliers),
20th Foot (1/Lancashire Fusiliers), 51st Foot (1/The King’s Own Yorkshire
Light Infantry), 25th Foot (1/The King’s Own Scottish Borderers); to this
day, they still commemorate Minden Day (see the sidebar ‘Minden roses”).

Shortly after 6 a.m. one of Brunswick’s aides reached von Spoerken with
orders to advance atf the sound of the drum. This lost something in transla-
tion and the order was understood to mean advance to the sound of the
drum. The troops were set in motion, drums beating and Colours flying. The
problem was that they were heading straight for the mass of French cavalry —
and charging cavalry usually rode over marching infantry and slaughtered
them (infantry instead formed a square, presenting an impenetrable hedge of
bayonets to the horsemen). It was obvious that a terrible mistake had been
made. More aides galloped after the column, which halted briefly with an
exchange of words that haven’t survived, and, the drums rolling, it was off
again. The regiments continued to march on across the heath, ignoring the
cannon shot that ploughed through their ranks, as well as the long-range
musketry of two French infantry regiments. The Duke of Fitzjames, command-
ing the French cavalry, could hardly believe his eyes. He launched his first
line in a charge when the scarlet-coated infantry were just over 90 metres
(100 yards) away. Two factors influenced what happened next:



1 06 Part lll: Wars of Succession, Independence, and Revolution

v The British and Hanoverian infantry had recently been trained to aim their
fire directly at a specific man or horse rather than at the enemy’s line.

v Deprived of sleep, wet through, and missing their breakfast, the British
and Hanoverians were in the filthiest of tempers and simply wanted to
get at someone.

Not until the thundering squadrons were 9 metres (10 yards) away did the
leading British brigade let fly. The French seemed to ride into a glass wall and
their regiments dissolved into a tangle of dead and wounded troopers and
screaming, kicking horses in their death agony. The second line of French
cavalry charged and met an identical fate. So did the third line. The British
and Hanoverians resumed their advance and the opposing Saxon infantry
who then confronted them withdrew after a sharp fire fight.

By now, Contades had abandoned any idea of taking Todtenhausen and was
withdrawing the wreckage of his army, not simply into Minden but right
through it. Dumbfounded, he could only remark:

I have seen what I never thought to be possible — a single line of infantry
break through three lines of cavalry rank in order of battle and tumble them
to ruin.

French losses amounted to 7086 killed, wounded, and taken prisoner, plus 43
guns captured. The Allies lost 2762 killed and wounded, of whom 1330 were
British. Of the six British regiments under von Spoercken’s command, losses
in three were 60 per cent, in one 40 per cent, and in two 20 per cent.

Minden roses

The Unsurpassable Six and their modern suc-
cessors have always celebrated 1 August as
Minden Day. Wherever the regiments are
based, they hold a parade in which officers and
men alike wear roses in their caps. The custom
goes back so far that no one knows who started
it. It was said to commemorate the roses that
the regiments picked on their way to the battle,
and generation after generation of soldiers have
accepted this as fact, until it has become an
article of faith.

But hang on a minute — didn't the approach
march take place in darkness, driving rain, and

a highwind? Yes, and no one would want to pick
flowers in such circumstances. Are there any
roses on Minden heath? Yes, a few wild dog
roses, small and not worth picking, let alone
putting in your hat. Is the whole story a myth
then? Not necessarily. As the troops closed in
on Minden, they could have found roses in
domestic and ornamental gardens. And after a
day like they'd had, you can’t blame the lads for
sticking them in their hats after a job well —
really well — done.
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One man could have turned a decisive victory into the utter rout of the French
army — Lord George Sackville, commander of the British and Hanoverian cav-
alry. From the moment of the first French charge, Brunswick had sent aide after
aide to him, ordering him into action. Irked by Brunswick’s failure to consult
him earlier, he was in a fouler mood than most and determined to be bloody
minded. He insisted on obtaining clarification of minor details and refused to
move, even when the French army was streaming into Minden in disorder. It
was perfectly clear to his own officers what was required, but when his second-
in-command, the Marquis of Granby, began leading squadrons in the right
direction, Sackville pulled him up sharply. It was a disgraceful episode and
every trooper felt the shame of it. By the end of the day Sackville had been
placed under open arrest. He was sent home, court-martialled, cashiered, and
declared unfit to serve the king in any military capacity whatever.

The Battle of Emsdorf, 14 July 1760

In 1760 the Duke of Brunswick’s Allied army faced an even larger French army
than the one it defeated at Minden the year before (see the preceding sec-
tion). Brunswick decided to mount a raid against the French rear depot at
Marburg, using six battalions of Hanoverian and Hessian infantry, some
German irregulars, and the newly raised British 15th Light Dragoons (later
15th Hussars), under the command of the Erbprinz of Hesse-Kassel (see the
sidebar ‘New cavalry developments’, earlier in this chapter, for more on this
new type of cavalryman). The enemy troops in the area of the depot included
five infantry battalions and a regiment of Hungarian hussars (light cavalry),
commanded by Maréchal de Camp Glaubitz.

The Erbprinz achieved complete surprise. When Glaubitz attempted to fall
back towards Marburg he found the 15th Light Dragoons blocking his path

at Emsdorf. He swung south through some woodland, abandoning his guns.
When he emerged from the woods he again found the 15th waiting for him,
and they took a number of his men prisoner when the regiment charged.
Again Glaubitz took to the woods, and once again the Light Dragoons charged
him when he emerged. This time the British sustained serious casualties, but
once more Glaubitz headed south under cover of the trees. Finally, when he
emerged for the third time only to find the 15th waiting for him yet again, he
surrendered to the regiment’s senior officer, Major Erskine.

During the entire engagement, the French sustained 2600 casualties, includ-
ing 1665 men whom the Light Dragoons captured. In addition, the French lost
five guns and nine Colours, mainly to one British regiment. The 15th lost 125
men and 168 horses killed or wounded, plus 6 soldiers dead of heat stroke.
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The Battle of Warburg, 31 July 1760

At Warburg, a village on the Diemel river 20 miles northwest of Kassel, the
Duke of Brunswick fought his principal opponent, Lieutenant General Le
Chevalier du Muy. Brunswick had 24,000 men at his disposal, while du Muy
had 21,500 (both forces being only part of the overall armies available to
either side).

,\sTMTQ)’ The French, marching in the direction of Hanover, found their way forward
blocked by the advance guard of Brunswick’s army, so du Muy took up a
defensive position along a ridge. After Brunswick’s men stormed a dominant
feature on his left, du Muy’s line began to crumble. At this point the British
cavalry, led by the Marquis of Granby, charged the French cavalry on du
Muy’s right wing and drove it right off the field, thereby restoring the honour
so tarnished by Lord Sackville at Minden the previous year (see the earlier
section, ‘The Battle of Minden, 1 August 1759’, for more on this). Routed, the
French army began streaming towards the distant Rhine. Casualties on both
sides were comparatively light: 1200 killed and wounded in the Allied army,
and 1500 in the French, plus 12 guns captured.
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The Marquis of Granby took the welfare of his men very seriously. Out of his
own pocket he established inns for those of his NCOs who were disabled at
Warburg, setting the men up for life. He named these inns ‘The Marquis of
Granby’, and the signs of those that survive today still show the Marquis,
bald headed and galloping straight for the ranks of the French at Warburg.

Same Old Enemy, Brand New Venues

Over many years, Britain and France developed overseas interests both for
economic reasons and for settlement as colonies. Inevitably as the two coun-
tries were at war so often, hostilities spread. For more on the general scope
of British interests overseas, see Sean Lang’s British History For Dummies,
published by Wiley.

The principal areas affected by war between Britain and France in the eigh-
teenth century were the West Indies, North America, and India. In this sense,
the Seven Years’ War is regarded by many as the first of the global wars.
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Possessing the West Indies

Possession of the West Indies was critical to the economies of the major
European powers, because the islands produced sugar in the large quantities
required for the newly fashionable drinks of tea, coffee, and chocolate, as well
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as spices that had previously been obtainable only in the Far East. These com-
modities produced enormous profits that national exchequers came to rely on.
When the nations eventually concluded peace treaties, they willingly gave up
huge areas of land in exchange for the return of comparatively small islands.

@&N\Bfﬁ The principal players in the Caribbean were Britain, France, and Spain, but
& the Dutch and even the Prussians had smaller fingers in the pie. The key to
the entire theatre of war was the British Royal Navy, which dominated the
seas and landed the army just where it was needed to deprive other people
of their islands.

In 1762 British Admiral George Rodney commenced an offensive against
French and Spanish possessions in the West Indies. The surrender of
Grenada, St Lucia, and St Vincent followed Martinique’s surrender on 12
February. On 20 June a 10,000-strong British force, including no fewer than 22
infantry regiments and supporting artillery, landed on Cuba. Commanded

by George Keppel, Duke of Albemarle, it laid siege to Havana. The 56th Foot
(2/The Essex Regiment) stormed the principal fortification, Moro Castle, on
30 July and the town surrendered shortly after. Included in the surrender
were 12 warships and approximately £5 million in cash and merchandise,

an immense sum at the time.

The French and Indian War, 1754—1763

In North America, the French held Canada in the north and New Orleans in
the south. Their strategic object was to join the two with forts and settle-
ments along the Mississippi and Ohio rivers and in so doing stop the west-
ward expansion of the British colonies lying along the east coast of the
continent. The British were determined to prevent this. Both sides recruited
native American allies, although the French were more successful in doing so.

In 1754 the French built Fort Duquesne on the site of present-day Pittsburgh.
They then attacked and took the British Fort Necessity, near Uniontown,
Pennsylvania, which Lieutenant Colonel George Washington and a detachment
of Virginia militia had held. The British reaction was that they must throw out
the French and establish a dominant British presence in the Ohio basin.

Braddock’s disaster

On 9 July 1755 Major General Edward Braddock was advancing through a
forest near the Monongahela river to attack Fort Duquesne with 1400 regulars
and 450 colonial volunteers, when a force of 900 native Americans with
French officers ambushed him on a track. The native Americans, invisible
among the trees, fired into the rigid British line, and the British returned use-
less volleys at their unseen opponents until Braddock died and half his men
were down, at which point the survivors fled. George Washington, then just a
colonel, rallied them and led them back to Virginia.
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@Q,N\Bfﬁ Most of Braddock’s command consisted of the 44th Foot (1/The Essex
& Regiment) and the 48th Foot (1/The Northamptonshire Regiment), which
had only recently arrived in America and contained a high proportion of raw
recruits. They stood their ground longer than expected, but it was apparent
that the tactics of the European battlefield were quite unsuited to close coun-
try (leading to new developments, outlined in the next section).

Raising new regiments: Rifles and Rangers

Not long after Braddock’s defeat (see the preceding section), the British
army raised the 60th Royal American Regiment, four battalions strong, at
Governor’s Island, New York, with the object of combining the qualities of
the scout with the discipline of the trained soldier. The new regiment’s com-
manding officer was Swiss, Colonel Henry Bouquet, and at first most of the
men were either German immigrants or Germans recruited in Europe. Most of
them had some experience of hunting and shooting in their day-to-day lives.

The 60th Royal American Regiment was drilled in open order (not shoulder
to shoulder, but with spaces between the ranks and files), both in quick time
(about 140 paces per minute) and double time (running); taught to load and
fire quickly in the standing, kneeling, and lying positions; instructed in swim-
ming, survival, self-sufficiency, and elementary field fortification; and gener-
ally required to use their personal initiative. Their training included a period
of several weeks spent in the woods during which, save for a small ration of
flour, the men relied entirely on whatever game or fish they could shoot or
catch. The success in action of this, the army’s first light infantry regiment,
was such that it earned a permanent place in the establishment, becoming
known in due course as The King’s Royal Rifle Corps.

Captain Robert Rogers, a native of Massachusetts, raised an irregular unit of
New Hampshire colonists. Having lived the life of a frontiersman in his youth,
Rogers had an ingrained knowledge of woodcraft as well as an understanding
of Indians and their ways. His unit was known simply as Rogers’ Rangers.

It specialised in the art of providing advance and rear guards, intelligence
gathering, deep penetration patrols, raiding, and sabotage. Today it would
be classed as an elite special forces unit and was the first such to serve with
the British army. It earned itself a tremendous reputation, but was disbanded
when the war ended in 1763. It was hardly a surprise that when the United
States army decided to form its own commando units during the Second
World War it chose to call them Rangers.

The success of Bouquet and Rogers’s methods led to the widespread adop-
tion of their light infantry tactics by British regiments in North America. With
this came a style of dress more suited to the environment:

v The brim of the tricorne hat was let down.
v The coat was shortened by removing the turnback skirts.

v The long gaiters were reduced to short leggings.
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Hair was cut short and instead of tramping through the forest with a knap-
sack full of pipeclay and hair-dressing, the soldier now carried extra ammuni-
tion and rations. A hatchet was added to his equipment and the barrel of his
musket was browned to eliminate reflected light. Fighting in close country
took place in open order, while in more open terrain a two-deep firing line
replaced the three-deep formation used in Europe.

Wolfe’s war in the wilderness

Britain and France fought over several thousand sparsely inhabited square
kilometres in which the best routes were rivers and lakes. Canada could, of
course, be entered from the sea via the St Lawrence river, but the principal
route from the British colonies was north up the Hudson valley, then across
Lakes George and Champlain and down the Richelieu river. In May 1756 Louis,
Marquis de Montcalm, arrived in Canada and became the French commander-
in-chief. In July, the Earl of Loudon became the British commander in North
America. After some inconclusive manoeuvring, both sides went into winter
quarters.

1757 and 1758 saw the action in North America hotting up:

v In June 1757, Loudon launched an unsuccessful expedition against
the French fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island.

v In August 1757, Montcalm, with 4000 regulars and 1000 Indians, laid
siege to Fort William Henry on Lake George. The garrison held out until
it could no longer defend the fort and the French granted it the honours
of war when it surrendered. As the British marched away, accompanied
by their families, the Indians set upon them, resenting being deprived of
their traditional reward, namely the confiscation of a defeated enemy’s
scalps. The massacre continued until Montcalm brought up his French
troops to put a stop to it.

v In December 1757, General Ralph Abercrombie replaced Loudon, who
had failed to produce results.

v In February 1758, General Jeffrey Amherst reached Halifax, Nova Scotia,
with reinforcements. In May, the British launched a second expedition
against Louisbourg, involving 9000 regulars and 500 colonials. The
fortress, along with 12 warships, surrendered on 27 July after heavy
fighting in which Brigadier General James Wolfe distinguished himself.

v In July 1758, a major failure at Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain bal-
anced out this major success. Here, Montcalm had incorporated a ridge
in front of the fort into the defences, erecting an abatis of felled trees
chained together at the top of the slope. Abercrombie, commanding
6000 regulars and the same number of colonials, could think of nothing
more constructive than repeated frontal assaults that piled up 1600
casualties. He was forced to withdraw and Amherst succeeded him in
September.
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v+ In November 1758, the pendulum swung in favour of the British once
more. Brigadier General John Forbes, commanding a force that included
a battalion of the Royal Americans under Henry Bouquet and a Virginia
regiment under Colonel George Washington, fought its way past the
scene of Braddock’s disaster and advanced on Fort Duquesne. Without
bothering to dispute the issue, the French blew up the fort and with-
drew. The British repaired it and renamed it Fort Pitt.

Because of the Royal Navy’s command of the sea, the French’s situation had
become serious. The British decided on a three-pronged advance in 1759:

v The capture of Fort Niagara to isolate Upper Canada from the St
Lawrence. Brigadier General John Pridaux accomplished this with 2000
regulars. The fort fell after a short siege in which Pridaux was killed.

v The capture of Forts Ticonderoga and Crown Point, opening the
Champlain valley route to the St Lawrence. Amherst, with 11,000 regu-
lars and colonials, took personal charge of the operations against Fort
Ticonderoga, which fell on 26 July. He took Crown Point on 31 July and
it became his headquarters during the winter.

v Penetration of the St Lawrence from the sea and an amphibious assault
on Quebec. In the most dramatic events of the campaign, Major General
Wolfe’s army arrived at the St Lawrence river from Louisbourg in June
1759 and established itself on the Isle of Orleans, downstream from
Quebec. Wolfe’s major problem was that steep cliffs covered every
approach to the fortress; he decided to use a diagonal path up the cliffs
west of the city, and during the night of 12/13 September Wolfe’s troops
scaled this and deployed on the level Plains of Abraham above it.
Montcalm led the French army out of the defences to give battle. Each
side had approximately 4500 men in line. The French fired an ineffective
volley, but the much superior British musketry quickly worsted them,
the first volleys not being delivered until the two sides were only 35
metres (40 yards) apart. Having sustained some 600 killed and wounded
in a matter of minutes, the French began streaming back into the city.
The British loss amounted to 58 killed and 600 wounded. Wolfe and
Montcalm both received mortal wounds during the battle. Quebec
surrendered on 18 September.

Menaced by three converging British armies, the Marquis de Vaudreuil,
Governor of Canada, surrendered Montreal, his last stronghold, on 8
September 1760. Under the terms of the Treaty of Paris, France gave up all
claims to territory in North America (save for New Orleans) in exchange for
the return of the West Indian islands of Martinique and Guadaloupe.
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Getting curried away: War in India

British involvement in India began in 1600, when Queen Elizabeth I granted

a charter to a group of businessmen calling themselves The Company of
Merchants of London Trading into the East Indies. This evolved into the
Honourable East India Company (shortened to John Company or the
Company), which virtually became a sovereign state with the right to declare
war on non-Christian nations should it so wish. Business with the Indian sub-
continent was highly profitable, but the Company was not the only one with
fingers in the pie. Its rivals were the Portuguese, the Dutch, and, of course,
the French. Friction and occasional fighting between the Europeans was more
usual than between the traders and the locals, who were achieving more and
more autonomy as the once-powerful Mogul Empire slid into decline.

The Company raised its own troops to protect its factories (the term used for
its trading centres) against its rivals and native princes hostile to its inter-
ests, and supported those with whom it was on good terms. The Company’s
growing holdings in land and increased influence in Indian affairs meant that
it had to raise still more troops until it possessed three armies, located in
Bengal, Madras, and Bombay, to say nothing of its own navy.

British officers in the Honourable East India Company commanded the native
troops, the service appealing to them partly because they did not have to
purchase their commissions (see Chapter 7 for more on this), and partly
because of the good lifestyle that they could have at little cost in India. The
Company also raised European regiments. The men who joined them were a
hard lot, often with good reason to exile themselves for life, but they received
better pay than the Regular Army could offer and they lived well.

The rise of Robert Clive

Robert Clive arrived in India to work as one of the Company’s clerks. He
hated it so much that he tried to blow his brains out with a pistol. The pistol
misfired, which was fortunate for future British interests in India. In 1743 Clive
was in Madras when the French took the city. He escaped and, disgusted with
the Company’s lackadaisical attitude to military matters, obtained a commis-
sion in its army with the object of shaking things up. Clive was capable of
inspiring great loyalty. At one point, during the siege of Arcot (see below),

his sepoys (Indian soldiers) said that they would give their rice ration to the
Europeans, whose health had begun to break down, and subsist on the thin
gruel that came from its straining, but Clive would not permit it.

In July 1751 a French puppet ruler named Chanda Sahib laid siege to the
British garrison of Trinchinopoly. Clive, with only 200 Europeans and 300
sepoys, sought to draw Chanda off by occupying his fort at Arcot. He suc-
ceeded. Chanda came steaming up with 10,000 followers. The fort was in

113
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such a ramshackle state that most people wouldn’t have bothered about it,
but Chanda took its loss personally because it happened to be in his capital.
He was unable to make any impression on the defences, although after two
months he had reduced the garrison to 120 Europeans and 200 sepoys, and
little food remained. Chanda asked for a meeting with Clive under a flag of
truce, and told Clive to give up or he would put everyone in the fort to the
sword. Clive made a number of very pointed personal comments about
Chanda and his father, as well as stating bluntly that if he thought that the
ragbag of scruffs he called an army was capable of storming a breach that
British soldiers held he had better do some serious thinking. No records
exists of Chanda’s reply, but probability suggests the local equivalent of:
‘Right, you've asked for it!’

Chanda led his attack with a herd of elephants with iron plates strapped to
their heads to batter down the gates. Iron plates or not, elephants presented a
large target and thick though their hides may have been, they disliked the pain
inflicting by musket balls whacking into them. Out of control, the elephants
turned and bolted through the mob behind, trampling some and scattering the
rest. Chanda’s next assault was by raft across the fort’s moat. Clive personally
directed a gun and, using grapeshot (see Chapter 5 for more on types of
artillery shot), quickly cleared the raft. Having sustained 400 casualties,
Chanda’s army disbanded itself. The fort’s defenders lost six men. British
prestige throughout India soared, while that of the French took a nose-dive.

Five years later, British interests took a severe knock. Suraj-ud-Daula, the
Nawab of Bengal, took exception to the growth of the Company’s power on
his doorstep. In June 1756 he captured Calcutta, which the Company had
founded as the focal point of its activities. A number of European captives
died in unpleasant circumstances after being incarcerated in what became
known as the notorious Black Hole of Calcutta (a dungeon). An expedition
commanded jointly by Clive and Admiral Charles Watson (probably a
Company officer) left from Madras. This included the 39th Foot (1/The
Dorsetshire Regiment), the first British regiment to serve in India and the
first in a long line of British regiments that the Company hired to strengthen
its own armies. The expedition recaptured Calcutta on 2 January 1757.

In March, Clive captured the French post at Chandernagore, enabling him to
march inland against Suraj-ud-Daula without fearing for his lines of communi-
cation. The two armies met at Plassey, a village on the Bhagirathi river, on 23
June. Clive had 2100 sepoys, 800 Europeans including part of the 39th Foot,
and 10 guns. The Nawab had 53,000 men, including a small French contingent,
and 53 guns. Clive’s troops concentrated in and around a grove of trees. The
Nawab’s almost encircled them. Apparently, it wasn’t going to be much of a
contest. This, however, was India, and nothing was quite what it seemed; if it
had been, Clive was unlikely to have offered battle in such circumstances. He
knew, for example, that most of Suraj’s commanders were conspiring against
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the Nawab. He was also in regular correspondence with the most important
of them, Mir Jafar, who urged Clive to attack. The battle began with an
exchange of artillery fire, the British faring the better. Then a tropical rain-
storm broke over the battlefield. Clive ordered his gunners to keep their
powder dry. The Nawab’s gunners failed to do this, the result being that their
guns were useless when the storm passed. A cavalry charge mounted against
the British position was blown to pieces. Clive, observing a definite lack of
enthusiasm in the opposing ranks, ordered a general advance. He repulsed
an infantry counter-attack at the same time as Mir Jafar pointedly kept his
troops inactive. The Nawab’s army then began shredding away from the field
until nothing remained of it save the French element, which continued to
fight to the last.

Clive’s troops sustained the loss of five killed and 45 wounded, while the
Nawab’s army had 500 killed and wounded plus five guns captured. Suraj
was murdered soon after and Mir Jafar succeeded him. The battle, one of the
most important in Indian history, effectively gave Bengal to the Company.

The French fight back

In 1758 French reinforcements under Baron Thomas Lally reached Pondicherry,
the principal French base in India. An energetic commander, Lally besieged

and captured the British Fort St David to his south and in December laid siege
to Madras. The following month a British relief force defeated his army at
Masulipatam and forced him to abandon the siege. A year later, at the Battle of
Wandiwash, Lally sustained a further defeat at the hands of General Sir Eyre
Coote. He withdrew to Pondicherry, where the British besieged him and he
surrendered in January 1761.

Although the Treaty of Paris restored Pondicherry to the French in 1763, the
Compagnie des Indes was dissolved in 1769. As Dutch and Portuguese opera-
tions had already been severely restricted, British interests in India no longer
had any major European challengers.

Defending Gibraltar

The defence of Gibraltar against the French and Spanish between the

years 1779 and 1783 is among the greatest epics of British military history.
Commanding the garrison was Lieutenant General George Augustus Eliott.
His strength never amounted to more than 7500 men, drawn from five British
and eight Hanoverian infantry battalions, plus artillerymen and engineers
(several artillery developments sprang up from this campaign — see the
sidebar ‘Gibraltar’s red-hot action”). The Spanish opened the siege with 16
infantry battalions and 12 cavalry squadrons, a total of 14,000 men and 150
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guns. In June 1782 the French arrived with 35 infantry battalions and 16
cavalry squadrons, bringing the total number of besiegers to 40,000, with
artillery in proportion. The siege last for three years, seven months, and
twelve days. It cost the garrison 333 killed, 911 wounded, and 536 dead
from disease. French and Spanish losses amounted to an estimated 5000
killed and wounded.

Year after year, the garrison stood off attacks by land and sea, its morale
maintained by Eliott’s leadership and determination as well the Royal Navy’s
breaking of the enemy blockade on three occasions to bring in vital supplies.
At one time, when no fewer than 6000 shells were landing in the town each
day, Eliott led a dramatic sortie that smashed up the enemy’s siege lines and
spiked its guns.

Gibraltar’s red-hot action

The siege of Gibraltar was remarkable for a  »* Lieutenant Henry Shrapnel, Royal Artillery,

number of developments in the field of artillery:

v Lieutenant G.F. Koehler, Eliott's aide-de-
camp and assistant engineer, developed a
depression carriage enabling guns to fire at
targets well below the line of sight pos-
sessed by a conventional carriage.

v~ Captain Mercier of the 39th (1/Dorsetshire)
Regiment solved the difficulty of firing as far
as the besiegers’ lines, usually 1500 to 1800
metres (1700 to 2000 yards) distant, by the
suggestion of firing the 14-centimetre (5.5-
inch) explosive shell normally used in mor-
tars from 24-pounder guns of the same
calibre. He fitted the shells with calculated
fuses so that they exploded directly above
the heads of the enemy working parties.

followed on from Mercier's idea in 1784 by
developing the type of ammunition that still
bears his name, by filling a fused hollow shell
with spherical shot and a bursting charge.

v The gunners’ piece de résistance, however,

was red-hot shot (literally, cannonballs
heated to a red-hot temperature), developed
as a defence against the enemy’s heavily
protected floating batteries (themselves
designed to beat the garrison into submis-
sion at close quarters). Red-hot shot was
firstused in action on 13 September 1782. By
noon the next day, having absorbed 8300 of
the glowing projectiles, all ten floating bat-
teries had either blown up or burned to the
waterline. After that, the siege amounted to
nothing more than a mere blockade.




Chapter 9

Risings and Rebellions:
Jacobites and Americans

In This Chapter
Jacobite stirrings, 1708
The Jacobite Rising, 1715 and 1719
The Jacobites try again, 1745
The American War of Independence, 1775-1783

Fle Stuart kings never quite understood why people didn’t want them
back on the throne of Great Britain. Perhaps they should have read Sean
Lang’s British History For Dummies (published by Wiley) which explains the
whole situation - if they had, lots of innocent people would have been saved
a great deal of grief. The American colonists, on the other hand, had a sound
case for their call to arms against the crown, but if both sides hadn’t been
pig-headedly stubborn, perhaps they would not have engaged in a shooting
war with their mother country. This chapter gets to grips with the military
action that followed the political wrangling in Scotland and America.

The propaganda put out by the Jacobite losers in one case and the American
victors in the other tends to obscure the fact that the Jacobite Risings and
the War of Independence were actually civil wars, fought between the British
government and aggrieved British citizens in Scotland and America.

With the notable exception of a few new units detailed in this chapter, British
soldiers of this period were little changed in appearance from those described
in Chapter 8. However, the infantry fought the American War of Independence
in a slightly smarter version of their earlier uniform. This was a coat cut away
above the knees and gaiters, now black rather than white, that reached to just
below the knee. A bearskin had replaced the mitre cap worn by grenadiers
and fusiliers.
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One Day My Prince Will Come, 1708

Here

In 1701 Parliament passed the Act of Settlement, which said that if Anne, the
second daughter of the exiled James II, died childless after she ascended the
throne, the crown was to pass to Sophia, Princess of Hanover, a granddaugh-
ter of James I, and that all future sovereigns were to be Protestants. Anne
succeeded William Il in 1702, a year after James II died. Five years later
Parliament passed the Act of Union, where England and Scotland became
one country, and Great Britain was born.

James II's son, James Edward, wasn’t within a sniff of the crown and became
known as the Old Pretender (to the throne). Someone told him that the Act
of Union had made most Scots very angry indeed (although in fact it hadn’t)
and in 1708 he arrived in Scotland, expecting a spontaneous uprising in his
favour. No uprising occurred, nor did crowds cheer, bands play, or flags wave.
Even the French troops he’d had promised to him didn’t turn up because a
storm had scattered their ships. No one seemed to care that he was in
Scotland, so he went back to France.

Comes James — Again! The ‘Fifteen’

Despite the failure of James Edward to stir up trouble (see the previous sec-
tion), some of Scotland’s most powerful families thought themselves wise to
keep a foot in both camps (Anne’s and James Edward’s). Some individuals
also enjoyed plotting for its own sake. When they drank the Loyal Toast to
the British monarch after dinner, some folks passed their glasses over a
finger bowl and thereby drink the health of ‘the king over the water’, James
Edward. When Anne died in 1714, George, Sophia’s eldest son, arrived from
Hanover and became George I of England. He didn’t speak English, he didn’t
like England, and he wasn’t a popular figure. The moment seemed right for
the cloak-and-dagger crowd to put their plans into action, starting the 1715
Jacobite Rebellion.

The principal instigators of the 1715 Rebellion were the Earl of Mar in
Scotland and the Earl of Derwentwater, egged on by a rascally Member

of Parliament named Thomas Foster, in the north of England. They seemed
to think that because people didn’t like George from Germany they were
bound to like James Edward from France. Their thinking wasn’t logical,

but plenty of waverers existed to back the idea if the Jacobites experienced
a success or two.

In Scotland, Mar managed to raise a 7000-strong army consisting mainly of
Highlanders armed with muskets, Lochaber axes, swords, and shields, and
famed for their ferocious charges. On 13 September, at Sheriffmuir, east of
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Dunblane, Mar met John, Duke of Argyll, commanding a government army con-
sisting of 2200 infantry and 960 dragoons. The right wings of both armies put
their respective opponents to flight and then returned to the field. Both sides
spent the rest of the day glaring at each other from a distance of 350 metres
(400 yards). Casualties had been light: Mar lost 250 killed and wounded, while
Argyll lost 350. Technically it was a drawn battle, but Mar needed a clear-cut
victory to win further support and his army simply dissolved.

In England, the rebel army also included a contingent of Highlanders and a
number of Jacobite landowners joined in, dragging their unwilling tenants
with them. Foster persuaded everyone to let him command, and he led them
south through Lancashire, where the support he promised simply did not
materialise. His intentions were to capture the port of Liverpool, and then
join an entirely imaginary army of Welsh Jacobites that he thought would
come swarming out of the hills. The reality of the situation fell far below his
ambitions. On 13 November the energetic Major General Wills, who had 2500
men at his disposal including five regiments of dragoons, brought Foster up
short at Preston. Wills boxed in the rebels in the town centre, although they
beat off his attacks. The following morning, nevertheless, Foster surrendered.
Of his 3000-strong army, 42 had been killed or wounded and 1468 were taken
prisoner. The rest had escaped through a gap in the government cordon
during the night, and were on their way home. That was the end of the
rebellion in England.

James Edward reached Scotland in December. By then the rebellion was all
but over. As the last of his Highland supporters dispersed, he returned to
France on 5 February 1716. For those of his supporters captured in arms
the penalties were, depending on rank, the headsman’s axe, the hangman’s
noose, transportation for life, or, if they were lucky, a spell in prison.

jHola! Spain’s (Mini) Invasion
of Scotland, 1719

In 1719 the Spanish government, annoyed by the Royal Navy’s continual
balking of its plans in the Mediterranean, decided to send an expedition to
Scotland in support of James Edward. The weather seemed to be on King
George’s side and a gale scattered the Spanish ships. Some got through to
the western Scottish isles, however, and in due course landed their troops,
amounting to approximately one battalion, on the west coast of the mainland.
Some Jacobite support was forthcoming from the local clans, but not a lot.
Commanded by George, Earl of Marischal, they began marching inland along
the narrow and desolate pass of Glenshiel.
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On 10 June the Jacobites learned that a government force, commanded by
General Wightman, was moving towards them from the opposite direction.
The Jacobites immediately deployed in an extremely strong position across
the pass. Whiteman’s regiments closed up during the afternoon and launched
a series of attacks. These proved too much for the Highlanders, who simply
disappeared. This left the Spaniards, alone and under fire from four mortars,
to face Wightman by themselves. Their position was hopeless and they sur-
rendered next day.

The Jacobites Return . . . And This Time
They've Bonnie: The ‘Forty-Five’

For many years the Jacobite cause seemed lost. Then in July 1745, Charles
Edward, James Edward’s son, decided to make one last, all-out attempt to
recover the crown while Britain was heavily involved in the War of Austrian
Succession (see Chapter 8 for more on this war). Cloak-and-dagger folk pre-
pared the ground well, and when Charles raised his standard at Glenfinnan,
no fewer than 2000 clansmen rallied to it. Ominously, rather more, whose
support for the Stuarts had cost them blood and treasure in the past,
stayed away.

Charles would become known as the Young Pretender, but for the moment
his Highlanders called him Bonnie Prince Charlie. In later years, writers such
as Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stephenson would deeply romanticise
the lost cause of the Forty-Five Rebellion; however in reality, Charlie was half
Polish, spoke with an Italian accent, drank heavily, womanised, and was over-
refined to the point that he wouldn’t touch butter if breadcrumbs were mixed
with it. He didn’t wear Highland dress until someone told him that it was
good public relations. In fact, he didn’t like Scotland at all, Gaelic was gibber-
ish to him, and he tended to look down on the Highlanders who were willing
to fight and die for him. His one lasting achievement is to appear, year after
year, on the lid of Scottish biscuit tins.

The Battle of Prestonpans,
21 September 1745

Having appointed Lord George Murray as his military commander, Charles
began marching on Edinburgh. On 17 September Charles took the city
without difficulty and held an expensive party to celebrate. Meanwhile,
Lieutenant General Sir John Cope, commanding a 2000-strong government
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army including two regiments of dragoons and six guns, had deployed

at Prestonpans, six miles east of Edinburgh. During the night of 20/21
September, Murray led the Jacobite army right around Cope’s position. Dawn
found it deployed just 180 metres (200 yards) from the government army’s
left flank. Cope’s troops just had time to change front when the Highlanders
charged. A ragged volley failed to stop them. It took only ten minutes of
savage hand-to-hand fighting to destroy Cope’s army, which sustained 1800
casualties, including 1500 prisoners, and lost all its guns. Jacobite losses
amounted to 30 killed and 80 wounded.

The outcome of the battle attracted sufficient recruits to the Young
Pretender’s cause for him to cross the border with an army of 4500 infantry
and 400 cavalry. He took Carlisle and Manchester and then marched on to
Derby, which he reached on 4 December. All seemed to be going his way,

but concern was growing that no support was forthcoming from English
sympathisers. The Duke of Cumberland was coordinating the response to the
Jacobite invasion, and Jacobite intelligence sources suggested that proceed-
ing further into England would risk two strong government armies crushing
the rebellion between them. After some debate, Charles reluctantly fell back
into Scotland.

The Battle of Falkirk, 17 January 1746

Cumberland followed Charles closely until his advance guard got a bloody
nose near Penrith. The encounter, which took place on Clifton Moor, was the
last battle fought on English soil. Now back in Scotland, Charles laid siege to
Stirling Castle, a task for which he was ill equipped. Meanwhile, a government
army under Lieutenant General Henry Hawley recaptured Edinburgh and was
advancing to break the siege. Murray deployed his Jacobites on the moorland
above Falkirk and on 17 January 1746 Hawley’s troops began emerging from
the town to engage them. They had barely formed up when the Highlanders
launched a devastating charge that swept away most of Hawley’s line.
Murray’s forces killed or wounded about 350 of Hawley’s men and captured
600, and the government army lost all its guns and baggage. The Jacobite
army’s casualties were negligible.

Hawley went insane with rage. For starters, he smashed his own sword
against Falkirk’s market cross. Then he hanged 31 dragoons who rejoined
their regiments after the battle on the idiotic charge of ‘deserting to the
rebels’. Finally, when the Jacobites began releasing their prisoners, he had 32
returned infantrymen shot for cowardice. Forever after, he went by the nick-
name of the Hangman. The irony was that on 1 February the Jacobites aban-
doned the siege voluntarily and retreated into the Highlands.
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The Battle of Culloden, 15 April 1746

Shortly after the government humiliation at Falkirk, Cumberland arrived

to take command in Scotland, and followed up the Jacobite withdrawal. He
trained his men rigorously in techniques of bayonet fighting designed to meet
the Highlanders’ style of fighting with broadsword (a sword with a wide blade
for cutting rather than thrusting) and targe (a light shield).

On 15 April the Jacobite army was in position on Culloden Moor, five miles
east of Inverness. It was 5400 strong and consisted of 21 small (mainly
Highlander) infantry battalions, 400 cavalry, and 12 guns. Cumberland’s army
lay within striking distance to the east. It was 9000 strong and consisted of 15
regular infantry battalions, four regiments of dragoons, a number of Scottish
volunteer units, and 16 guns. During the night the Jacobites tried to mount a
surprise attack on Cumberland’s camp. Already on the verge of starvation
and now utterly weary, they lost their way and had to return to their starting
point. Cumberland’s army, fed and rested, followed up and deployed for
battle as it approached Culloden.

A SWRATg,,  For 30 minutes Cumberland’s artillery hammered the Jacobite line. The
g ordeal was too much for the patience of some clans. They launched piece-
meal charges that the government army easily defeated; a few men broke
through the first line of infantry, only for the second line to despatch them.
A double envelopment by the government cavalry completed the destruc-
tion of Charles’s army, which they pursued to within one mile of Inverness.
Cumberland’s men killed about 1000 of the rebels and captured 558, together
with all their guns. Government losses amounted to 50 killed and 239
wounded.

MLy,

Cumberland’s savage treatment of his prisoners and the brutal repressive
measures he imposed afterwards earned him the title of the Butcher, but he
had won a decisive victory that destroyed Stuart ambitions forever. Some
people still regard the battle as a Scottish defeat. In fact, more Scots were
fighting for King George on 16 April than for Prince Charlie, whose army also
included French and Irish elements.

Subsequent political measures destroyed the old clan structure. Relieved of
their responsibilities, the lairds (landowners) preferred sheep and deer to
populate their glens rather than people, who provided less profit. As a result
of these evictions, called the Highland Clearances, Highlanders in their thou-
sands emigrated to the New World or went to live in the cities. They also pro-
vided a ready recruiting ground for some of the finest regiments in the British
army (see the sidebar, ‘The Highland regiments”).
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The Highland regiments

The first regiment composed of Highlanders
was the 42nd (originally 43rd) Foot, also entitled
The Royal Highland Regiment but more com-
monly known as The Black Watch. The term
Black refers to the dark government tartan, and
Watch simply describes the role it was origi-
nally intended to perform: policing the glens.
The regiment proved to be so efficient that it
quickly found itself serving as conventional line
infantry in numerous theatres of war. Raised in
1739, several more Highland regiments followed
it about this time, but the army disbanded these
a few years later. More Highland regiments
became part of the Regular Army’s establish-
ment in the 1770s and more again in the 1790s.

The advantage for a Highlander joining a
Highland regiment was that, apart from the scar-
let coat, he wore traditional dress (in his regi-
ment’s tartan, of course) and, at the time and for
many years after, he and his comrades could
converse in their native Gaelic. Reminders of the

old days of clan warfare remain. For example, the
pipes can rouse Highlanders to berserk fury
before an attack so that they become almost
impossible to stop.

During their early years, the failure of others to
recognise the sensibilities of Highland culture, let
alone the fact that Highlanders simply would not
tolerate flogging as a punishment, led to no
fewer than 16 incidences of mutiny. Despite this,
Highlanders and Sassenachs (to Highlanders,
everyone south of the Highlands) settled down
quickly together and proved to be a formidable
combination. Nowhere in the British army is the
power of tradition stronger than in the Highland
regiments. During both World Wars, men from all
over the Commonwealth and the United States
travelled to Great Britain with the sole object of
joining the Highland regiment in which their
father, grandfather, or even great-grandfather
once served.

The American War of Independence,

1775 -1783

People don’t rebel without good reason. In America the reason was not an
attempt to seize the British throne, but anger at the taxation that the British
government imposed on the American colonists. Rubbing salt into the tax-
related wound, the colonists had no representatives in Parliament and
therefore had no say in the matter. Their slogan, therefore, was ‘No taxation
without representation’. It was a fair point — hadn’t a civil war taken place in
England about such things a century earlier (see Chapter 6)?

For sheer stubborn stupidity, George IlI's government took some beating. It
viewed most colonists as Puritans, no-hopers, bond-servants, or criminals
transported for the common good, and considered that they had no business
asking for seats in Parliament. For their part, the colonists’ more extreme
political leaders decided that if that was how the government felt, then they
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would form their own government and become independent of Britain. What
the situation boiled down to was a handful of obstinate people on both sides
who weren'’t prepared to compromise. A fight became inevitable.

\‘&N\BER
& The war that followed was a civil war. Most of the colonists considered them-
selves to be English, Scots, Welsh, or Irish. Fighting their own kind was not
what they wanted, unless they were forced into it. Taken as a whole:

v One third of the colonists wanted complete independence from Britain.
v One third wished to retain ties with the Old Country.

» One third just wanted to get on with their lives in peace.

In the New England colonies in the northeast, a higher proportion of people
wanted independence; in the southern colonies the reverse applied. And the
French Canadians, who were doing better under British administration than
they had when France had ruled them, were all for preserving the status quo.
War hardens attitudes and communities, neighbours, and families were
forced to decide whether they were revolutionaries or loyalists (see the
sidebar, ‘The loyalists”), and that was a tragedy.

The Battles of Lexington, Concord, and
Bunker Hill, 1775

The first shot of the American War of Independence was fired on 19 April
1775. General Thomas Gage, the British Governor of Massachusetts, received
word that the colonists were stockpiling munitions at the town of Concord.
He despatched 700 men from the Boston garrison to seize these. On
Lexington Common they found a company of militiamen barring their path.
Someone fired a shot, the troops opened fire, and the militiamen scattered,
leaving eight of their number dead and ten wounded. When they got to
Concord, Gage’s men found that colonists had removed some of the muni-
tions, but the Governor’s troops destroyed the rest. The march back to
Boston was a nightmare. Colonists sniped continually at Gage’s column and
some men had to carry the wounded, which slowed its progress. If reinforce-
ments had not arrived from Boston the future of the troops would have been
doubtful. As it was, British casualties for the day amounted to 73 killed and
174 wounded, while the colonists lost 93 killed, wounded, and missing.

Some 15,000 rebels drawn from several New England colonies besieged
Boston. On 15 June, Congress appointed George Washington as commander
of its new revolutionary army (with the rank of major general) and gave
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instructions for the fortification of Bunker Hill overlooking Boston harbour
(for some reason the work actually took place on the lower Breed'’s Hill).
Meanwhile, Gage had secured reinforcements to bring his garrison up to
7000. With the reinforcements came three generals who would each play a
significant role as the war continued: John Burgoyne, William Howe, and

Henry Clinton.

At dawn on the morning of 17 June, Gage reacted to the American fortifica-

tions on Breed’s Hill. The warships in the harbour bombarded the rebel posi-
tion and Howe crossed the bay with 2200 men. Incredibly, the 1200 rebels
holding the position stood off two attacks, although they all but exhausted
their ammunition supply doing so. A third assault carried the position at the
point of the bayonet. Howe’s troops sustained over 1000 casualties, while the
rebels lost 140 killed, 271 wounded, and 30 captured.

Although Gage claimed a costly success, the battle did not change the
overall situation. The number of rebels surrounding Boston grew month

by month until by March 1776 there were no fewer than 26,000 of them. In
addition, they had emplaced some captured British heavy guns. Howe, now
commanding in place of Gage, recognised that remaining in Boston would
solve nothing and on 17 March he evacuated the city and sailed for Halifax,

on the Canadian coast.

The loyalists

Many people in the colonies took up arms to
maintain the link with Great Britain. Loyalists
formed numerous units and these served along-
side the regular regiments, usually with a stiff-
ening of regular soldiers.

Most loyalist troops dressed in green to indicate
their status. The best known of these units was
the British Legion, consisting of both cavalry
and infantry elements. Lieutenant Colonel
Banastre Tarleton was its commander, a British
regular officer who became the most outstand-
ing cavalry leader of the war, winning one
engagement after another until the Legion suf-
fered a serious reverse at Cowpens in 1781.
Tarleton gave his name to the smart, fur-crested

helmet that light dragoon regiments and the
Royal Horse Artillery later wore. A cruel streak
marred his brilliance and led his enemies to
name him ‘Bloody’ Tarleton, a nickname con-
ferred for an incident in which he was, ironi-
cally, innocent.

After the war most loyalists left the United States
for Canada, Newfoundland, or Nova Scotia.
Among them was Flora MacDonald, who helped
Prince Charles Edward Stuart escape from
Scotland following his defeat at Culloden (see
the section ‘The Jacobites Return ... And This
Time They're Bonnie: The ‘Forty-Five’, earlier in
this chapter).
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Rebel failures in Canada

American General Richard Montgomery, with 1000 men, managed to pene-
trate Canadian territory by way of the Richlieu river in the autumn of 1775
and occupied Montreal on 13 November. Simultaneously, Benedict Arnold set
out with a similar number of Americans to the St Lawrence river, which he
reached after a gruelling march through Maine reduced his strength to 600
men. On 3 December Montgomery joined him and took command at his camp
near Quebec, bringing with him 300 men from Montreal. On 31 December
they launched a foolish assault on the formidable defences of Quebec in a dri-
ving snowstorm. The 1800-strong garrison, commanded by Sir Guy Carleton,
the British Governor General of Canada, experienced no difficulty in repelling
the attack. His men killed Montgomery and wounded Arnold, also killing or
wounding almost 100 of the attackers and capturing 300.

Arnold and the rebel survivors remained in the vicinity until May 1776,

then fell back on Montreal when General Burgoyne arrived with British and
German reinforcements. General John Sullivan was now commanding the
rebel forces in Canada, and he planned a counter-stroke that he hoped would
restore the initiative to him. In June he despatched General John Thomas
with 2000 men to attack Trois-Riviéres; Thomas’s troops lost their way and
blundered into Burgoyne’s entire army. Predictably, the British army dis-
persed the rebel force. Sullivan hastily abandoned Montreal and withdrew
first to Crown Point and then to Ticonderoga.

In a perceptive letter Arnold had already written to Sullivan, he commented
that there was nothing to be gained for the rebel cause in upper or lower
Canada, and that they had better return to their own country before it was
too late.

New Vork, New Vork

British General Howe had 32,000 men at his disposal, including regiments
hired from the ruler of Hesse (in modern-day Germany). This was a propa-
ganda gift to the rebels, who could not only claim that the London govern-
ment was quite prepared to use foreigners against its own people, but also
invoke foreign assistance of their own whenever they wanted. In fact, Kings
Louis XVI of France and Charles III of Spain, still smarting from the losses
they endured during the Seven Years’ War (see Chapter 8), were gibbering
with delight at Britain’s transatlantic problems and had already authorised
the despatch of munitions to the American colonists.
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Howe believed that a major defeat would destroy the rebels’ will to fight. His
transports arrived off New York on 2 July 1776. Two days later Congress
made its formal Declaration of Independence (for more on this, see Steve
Wiegand’s US History For Dummies, published by Wiley). There could be no
going back for either side now.

Washington predicted that New York would be Howe’s objective and posted
some 7000 men under Major General Israel Putnam on Long Island, retaining
a similar number himself in Manhattan. Howe landed 20,000 men on Long
Island and on 27 August expertly turned the American left, forcing Putnam to
abandon his position with the loss of 200 killed and 1000 captured. Howe lost
400 men killed or wounded. Washington evacuated Long Island during the
night of 29-30 August and abandoned New York on 12 September (the city
remained in British hands for the rest of the war). Howe followed up by:

v Manoeuvring Washington off Harlem Heights on 16 September
v Defeating Washington at White Plains on 28 October

v Storming Fort Washington, overlooking the Hudson, on 16 November,
taking 2800 Americans prisoner

The rebels abandoned Fort Lee, on the opposite shore, on 18 November,
along with much war material. Washington commenced a retreat across
New Jersey and into Pennsylvania. On 12 December Congress fled from
Philadelphia to Baltimore, conferring dictatorial powers on Washington,
whose army stood at just 3000 men. Now was the moment for Howe to finish
the business, but he lacked the killer instinct and instead dispersed his
troops into winter quarters throughout New Jersey.

The revolutionary flame was on the verge of flickering out, but in a few short
days Washington fanned it back to life. He realised that a combination of
Christmas and complacency rendered the British vulnerable to a counter-
stroke. On Christmas night 1776, under cover of a blizzard, Washington
crossed the Delaware with 2400 men and overran the Hessian post at Trenton.
Of the 1400-strong garrison, his men killed 30 and captured 1000, along with a
large quantity of military stores. Two Americans froze to death and five were
wounded. By 2 January 1777 the British area commander, Lord William
Cornwallis, had closed in on Trenton with 5000 men. A further 2500 men,
based at Princeton, some 12 miles away, were ordered to join him with a view
to mounting an attack on the Americans next day. That night, Washington left
his camp fires burning and slipped round Cornwallis on a little-used track. He
now possessed 1600 regulars and 3600 militia. On 3 January he inflicted a
defeat on the Princeton reinforcements and captured yet more stores. He then
made a rapid march to Morristown before Cornwallis could react. This placed
him in a position to menace the communications of British garrisons in central
and western New Jersey, resulting in their withdrawal.
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Making plans with Johnny and George

‘Gentleman Johnny’ Burgoyne was a fair soldier, an absentee Member of the
House of Commons, a poet, a playwright, a successful gambler, a sportsman,
and a compulsive party goer. The best parties were in London, so he left
Canada on winter leave. He judged, correctly, that the heart of the revolution
lay in the New England colonies and formulated a plan to isolate the rebels
there by a triple thrust converging on Albany in the Hudson valley. First,
Howe’s army would strike north up the river from New York, then a force
under Colonel Barry St Leger would advance along the Mohawk to its conflu-
ence with the Hudson, and finally his own army would enter the Hudson
valley by the traditional route from the north. In London, he discussed his
ideas with Lord George Germain (who, as Lord George Sackville, had brought
such disgrace on the cavalry at Minden — see Chapter 8) and been declared
unfit to serve the Crown in any military capacity. Since then, Germain had
become a close friend of King George Ill and been appointed Secretary of
State for the Colonies in Lord North’s government. It beggars belief, but
Germain now had more say in how the war should be run than anyone else.
He accepted Burgoyne’s plan, then made a hideous blunder by informing
Howe of the details while leaving it to his discretion whether he played his
part in it or not. As it happened, Howe’s plans for 1777 involved an advance
against Philadelphia with a view to forcing Washington into a decisive battle.
He was, in any event, senior to Burgoyne and fully intended to exercise the
discretion Germain had given him. Unaware of the strategic time bomb tick-
ing away beneath his feet, Burgoyne returned to Canada and prepared to take
the offensive.

The Saratoga Campaign, June—October 1777

Burgoyne began moving south from Canada in June 1777. He defeated the
American forces holding the Lake Champlain sector, but his advance was
slowed down by felled trees, enabling the Americans to concentrate troops
from all over New England. On 3 August he received the shattering news that
Howe was not cooperating (see the previous section for their planning prob-
lems). At this point, Burgoyne could have abandoned his advance and con-
solidated his gains, but he chose not to.

On 16 August the rebels ambushed a column of Brunswick mercenaries, sent
to secure supplies at Bennington, and over 900 men were killed, wounded, or
captured. Again, Burgoyne could have retreated, but he pressed stubbornly
on. In the middle of September he found further progress halted by an
entrenched position near Saratoga, held by 7000 Americans under Major
General Horatio Gates. On 19 September Burgoyne mounted an unsuccessful
attack, known as the Battle of Freeman’s Farm, sustaining 600 casualties to
the Americans’ 300.

Meanwhile, Clinton had marched up the Hudson with more British troops,
taking Forts Clinton and Montgomery on 6 October. He then returned to
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New York, hoping that this diversion had been helpful to Burgoyne. It hadn’t,
because Gates now had 9000 men under his command. When Burgoyne
launched a second attack on 7 October (the Battle of Bemis Heights) he
simply sustained another 600 casualties to the Americans’ 150. The American
strength continued to grow, until it outnumbered Burgoyne’s remaining 5700
men by three to one, and Burgoyne surrendered.

To the Americans, victories at Saratoga served as a balance to Howe’s suc-
cesses in Pennsylvania, but they went much further than that. France not
only recognised the United States of America but also declared war on Great
Britain in 1778, to be followed by Spain in 1779, and Holland in 1780. In the
long term, an American victory was assured and Saratoga can therefore be
seen as the war’s major turning point.

Fighting at Philly

Howe believed that capturing Philadelphia, the seat of Congress, while
simultaneously destroying Washington’s army, would make the revolution
collapse. On 23 July 1777 he sailed from New York with 18,000 men, bound
for Chesapeake Bay. Landing at Elkton, he set off for Philadelphia, defeating
Washington at the Battle of Brandywine on 11 September. Ten days later, a
British night attack routed the brigade of Brigadier General Anthony Wayne
at Paoli. The Congressmen fled first to Lancaster and then to York, once more
conferring dictatorial powers on Washington (see the section ‘New York, New
York’, earlier in this chapter) in the hope that he would keep them safe. On
26 September, Howe entered Philadelphia, but having been reinforced to a
strength of 13,000, Washington attempted to attack the main British encamp-
ment at Germantown on 4 October. His plan was too complex and his senior
commanders blundered in their attempted execution of it, incurring 700 casu-
alties and losing 400 prisoners.

After Germantown, Washington’s army, now much reduced, spent a miser-
able, freezing winter at Valley Forge. While Howe had repeatedly proved to

be the better tactician, his lack of killer instinct permitted the American army
to survive its ordeal. It also cost Howe his job and Clinton came forward to
replace him. Meanwhile, a German calling himself General Baron Augustus
von Steuben was licking the Americans into shape. He was neither a general
nor a baron, and probably not a ‘von’ either, but he was quite correct in
saying that if the Americans wanted to start beating British regulars in the
open field, they needed to become as disciplined and fully trained.

In June 1778, following the outbreak of war between Great Britain and France,
Clinton began marching overland to New York. Washington, with 13,000 men,
followed closely. On 28 June an attempt to intercept Clinton’s withdrawal at
Monmouth came to naught when Major General Charles Lee mishandled the
American advance guard. The result was a hard-fought action that proved the
worth of Steuben’s training methods, but failed to stop Clinton’s army reach-
ing New York. Lee was court-martialled and dismissed from the service.
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Georgia on my mind, 1779-1781

So far, the war in the southern colonies had consisted of guerrilla activities
by rebel or loyalist groups. At the end of December 1778, however, British
regular troops defeated the local rebel militia and occupied Savannah,
Georgia. In September 1779, the French Admiral D’Estaing arrived off the port
with 4000 French troops. Having joined forces with the local rebel comman-
der, he laid siege to the town. Unwilling to expose his ship to autumn gales,
he insisted on assaulting the British lines on 9 October. A deserter warned
the 3500-strong British garrison, commanded by Brigadier General Augustine
Prevost, and they threw the attackers back, having inflicted 800 casualties in
exchange for 150 of their own. D’Estaing embarked his troops and sailed off
while his American allies returned to Charleston, South Carolina.

The British were planning no major operations against the northern colonies,
but it seemed as though they could bring the southern colonies under con-
trol. The main actions of this campaign were:

v Clinton’s 14,000 British troops laid siege to Charleston. Bombarded by
land and sea, General Benjamin Lincoln’s garrison held out until 12 May
1780, then surrendered. Clinton, in no mood to be generous, granted only
partial honours of war. Included in the surrender were 5400 prisoners,
four frigates, 400 guns, and a huge quantity of small arms and ammuni-
tion. It was the worst American disaster of the war and it looked very
much as though South Carolina as well as Georgia could be recovered
for the Crown.

v Clinton returned to New York, leaving Cornwallis with 8000 men to
pacify the area. Unfortunately, Cornwallis didn’t believe in the modern
hearts-and-minds method of winning over the population. It wasn’t
enough for him that people should stop being rebels, they had to join in
the fight against other rebels, and that was too much to ask. He was also
heavy handed in the matter of confiscations, especially of slaves. This
stimulated guerrilla activity, and the brutal methods that Tarleton’s loy-
alist British Legion employed to obtain results infuriated the population.

v Gates, commanding the American forces in the south, assembled an
army of 3000 men, mainly militia, and marched into South Carolina.
On 16 August Cornwallis with 2400 regulars and loyalists met him at
Camden and routed him, inflicting losses of 900 killed and 1000 captured.

v Rebel militia virtually wiped out an 1100-strong loyalist unit commanded
by Colonel Patrick Ferguson at King’s Mountain, North Carolina, on 7
October. Apart from Ferguson, everyone present was American born.
Worse was to follow, for Brigadier General Daniel Morgan worsted
Tarleton at Cowpens, South Carolina, on 17 January 1781, killing 110 and
capturing 830 from Tarleton’s total strength of 1100. Morgan, commanding
approximately the same number, lost only 12 killed and 61 wounded. The
news that Tarleton’s hated Legion was beaten at last provided a greater
boost to American morale than the size of the engagement suggests.
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v Major General Nathanael Greene replaced Gates as the American com-
mander in the south after the Battle of Camden. He assembled a 4400-
strong army, consisting mainly of militia and partially trained regulars,
and advanced into North Carolina. At Guilford Court House, he estab-
lished a defensive position in depth on Cornwallis’s projected route to
Wilmington, where the British hoped to replenish their supplies. On 15
March, Cornwallis attacked the position with just 1900 men. As much of
the battlefield consisted of woodland, Greene’s troops were unable to
support each other and the British were able to fight their way through
each of the defences in turn, at the cost of 500 killed, wounded, and
missing. Greene broke off the action and withdrew, having sustained
1300 casualties and lost four guns.

v Greene realised that while he could replace his casualties, his opponents
could not. As he advanced into South Carolina, local British comman-
ders beat him at Hobkirk’s Hill on 19 April, Fort Ninety-Six on 19 June,
and Eutaw Springs on 8 September 1781.

The overall result of this campaign was that the British had to withdraw
isolated garrisons, so that by the end of September only Charleston and
Savannah remained in British hands south of Virginia. Cornwallis, having
decided that he could no longer hold the Carolinas and Georgia, marched
north into Virginia. It was to prove a fateful decision (the following section
explains why).

Turning the world upside down

Cornwallis marched into Virginia because he thought that he could gain
supplies and reinforcements there. That could only be at Clinton’s expense,
but back in London, Lord George Germain thoroughly approved of the strat-
egy, so that was that (see the section ‘Making plans with Johnny and George’
earlier in this chapter for more on Germain’s role).

On 4 August, in response to orders from Clinton, Cornwallis occupied
Yorktown, on the tip of the Virginia peninsula. This proved to be the
deciding moment of the war.

By land and sea, Washington and his French allies closed in. Cornwallis
believed that Clinton would keep him supplied and despatch reinforcements
should the need arise, but at the critical moment the Royal Navy temporarily
lost its command of the sea at the Second Battle of the Capes, 5-9 September.
By the end of the month, 9500 Americans and 7500 French regulars were
besieging Yorktown.

131
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aS'WR7g,  Cornwallis made the mistake of withdrawing inside his inner defences in the
hope that Clinton would come to his assistance. This meant that the entire
b defended area was now within range of the allies’ siege artillery. On 14

October Cornwallis lost two important redoubts. He pushed new batteries
forward and beat off an American counter-attack two days later. A storm
forced Cornwallis to abandon the idea of evacuating at least some of his
troops across the York river to Gloucester. In addition to his other worries,
ammunition was running low and smallpox had broken out among his troops.
Realising that defeat was now inevitable, he asked Washington for terms.
Remembering the humiliating terms imposed on the American garrison of
Charleston, the rebels decreed that when the British marched out, their
bands would not be permitted to play a French or American march. With wry
humour equal to the occasion, the bandmasters chose ‘The World Turned
Upside Down’, a popular song that ironically had formed part of one of

Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne’s comic operas.

Neither side undertook any more major military operations in North America
after the fall of Yorktown. Everyone was sick of the war and simply wanted to

get out of it on the best terms possible.

‘x&N\Bfﬂ Britain lost 13 colonies in North America, but its merchants did better busi-
& ness with the former colonists than they had done before. The Americans
found that they had exchanged one set of politicians for another, but at least
they could vote for or against the new lot. Congress was stony broke, despite

having disbanded its army.



Chapter 10

Revolting Frenchmen, The Grand
0ld Duke, and Boney: The
French Revolutionary and

Napoleonic Wars

In This Chapter
British expeditions to the Low Countries, 1793-1795
Fighting in Wales and Ireland, 1797-1798
The Egyptian Campaign, 1801
Fighting the French around the globe, 1793-1810

T) the surprise and horror of Europe’s ruling establishment, the down-
trodden French common folk rose against their king in 1789. The other
European powers, however, saw the French Revolution as a threat to the
existing order of things, and some governments took steps to restore the
ancien régime by force. By degrees, the revolution passed into the hands of
extremists who revelled in slaughtering their real or imagined opponents.
The execution of King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette was the last
straw for many; Great Britain would probably have declared war on France if
the French had not declared war on the British first, in 1793. For more on the
causes and impact of the French Revolution, see Sean Lang’s European
History For Dummies (published by Wiley).

The British army was committed to a mismanaged and mercifully short-lived
campaign in the Low Countries. The French responded by attempting to
invade Wales and providing armed assistance for a rebellion in Ireland. After
this, British concern about the security of India prompted a major expedition
to Egypt, and as the war became global they despatched smaller expeditions
elsewhere. And this is just the prelude to the real showdown with Napoleon,
covered in Chapter 11.
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Militia and yeomanry regiments

French enthusiasm for spreading revolutionary
values throughout Europe resulted in an overhaul
and expansion of the British home defence
forces. Militia regiments, usually raised by
county, were recruited by ballot, although any
individual so chosen could pay a substitute to
take his place. On mobilisation, militiamen were
liable to serve for a period of five years. Those
willing to transfer to the regular army were
formed into drafts and received postings to reg-
iments overseas. Militia drafts regularly rein-
forced Wellington’s army during the Peninsula

War and were generally considered to raise the
overall quality of that army. Gaps in the militia
ranks left by outgoing drafts were filled from fen-
cible regiments, another type of reserve unit with
a limited liability for home defence only. England,
Wales, Ireland, and the Isle of Man all had militia.
Scotland had none, but formed the largest
number of fencible units. Well-to-do individuals
formed volunteer cavalry regiments known as
yeomanry, most of which had a county basis;
yeomen had to provide their own mounts and at
least some of their own equipment.

The British army at this time had entered a period of evolution. Dragoons
had long since abandoned the mounted infantry role and fought purely as
heavy cavalry, not mounted infantrymen. In 1800, further uniform changes
took place: Infantry wore a coatee (a short, close-fitting coat) and a stovepipe
shako or headdress, although fusiliers continued to wear the bearskin; rifle
regiments wore green uniforms, and light cavalry wore blue. Militia and yeo-
manry regiments started to appear (see the sidebar of the same name). The
army also formed the Royal Horse Artillery, equipped with light horse-drawn
guns to support the cavalry, in 1793; it wore a uniform similar to that of the
light dragoons and quickly became regarded as an elite.

Campaigning with the Grand Old Duke of
Vork: The Low Countries, 1793-1795

British Prime Minister Pitt ordered a British army under command of the
Duke of York to capture Dunkirk. His army consisted of 6500 British, 13,000
Hanoverians, 8000 Hessians, and 15,000 Dutch, but he had to withdraw to
Ostend when the French defeated his Austrian allies further south. In fact,
the Austrians preferred to employ their troops elsewhere and left the Duke in
the lurch altogether. Pitt reinforced him with another 10,000 men under Lord
Moira, and York withdrew into Holland. On 15 September 1794, though heav-
ily outnumbered by the French, York fought a battle at Boxtel, an engagement
that may have been totally forgotten if it had not given the future Duke of
Wellington his baptism of fire. The then Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Wesley
(the name Wellesley came later, as did the Wellington title; read more about
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him in Chapter 11) completely smashed up an attacking French column with
disciplined, close-range volley firing by the 33rd Foot, the regiment that
would later bear his name.

The Duke of York never had a chance of inflicting a decisive defeat on the
French. Worse still, his army was totally unequipped to spend a winter in
the open. His men dropped like flies from disease, exposure, and starvation,
which forced him to withdraw into Germany in February 1795. In April, leav-
ing part of the artillery and all the cavalry to support the Hanoverians, the
survivors embarked for home. The French had been responsible for only a
small percentage of the fatalities the British sustained.

The disastrous campaign in the Low Countries made a deep impression on
the Duke of York, appointed Commander-in-Chief of the British army on his
return. The army’s rank-and-file strength had expanded steadily from 40,000
in 1793 to 125,000 just two years later. This led to a proportional demand for
officers. In this context, many who offered themselves lacked any form of
qualification or instinct for their duties, and some of those in receipt of com-
missions were actually infants. The most notable example of the fashion was
that snappy dresser George ‘Beau’ Brummel, who resigned his commission
when his regiment was ordered to Manchester, commenting that he could
not be expected to serve abroad. The Duke, an efficient administrator, swept
away this sort of nonsense and greatly improved the administration that
served the army so badly. In 1801 he founded the Royal Military College,
training regimental and staff officers. Another of his introductions was the
Royal Wagon Train, a forerunner of the modern Royal Logistic Corps, which
did away with the tiresome business of hiring civilian drivers.

Everyone knows the nursery rhyme, ‘The Grand Old Duke of York’. The trouble
is, the Duke may have been grand but he wasn’t old (he was 30, actually), he
had more than 10,000 men, and as he was campaigning in the Low Countries,
hills were in short supply. What the rhyme says, really, is that the poor chap
wasn’t getting anywhere fast, and that was true enough. When the American
War of Independence ended (see Chapter 9), the British government let the
army run down, just as it did and would do after every war. Not only a man-
power shortage existed, everything the army needed was in short supply,

and too many office-based bunglers were building empires for themselves.

The Battle of Fishguard, February 1797

Whenever possible, the French liked to make trouble for the British at home.
In 1796 a 13,000-strong invasion force commanded by General Hoche hoped
to effect a landing in Bantry Bay, Ireland, to stir up trouble with the help of
anti-British Irish folk. Some of Hoche’s ships arrived but bad weather pre-
vented a landing. Of the rest, five were lost in storms, six were captured, and
the rest went home.
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The following year the French decided to mount an expedition to Wales. In
command was an American named William Tate. Originally of Irish extrac-
tion, Tate had served as a rebel artilleryman during the American War of
Independence; his qualifications for the job in hand seemed to be the ability
to speak English and a dislike of the British. His troops, known as the 2nd
Legion de Francs, consisted of some 1200 gaol sweepings, deserters, and
former rebels against the Revolution. It seems probable that General Hoche
considered Tate and his troops very expendable indeed, judging from his
orders: After being put ashore near the Bristol Channel, they were to burn
Bristol, capture Chester and Liverpool, destroy port facilities and fill in docks
as they went, and raise the country in rebellion. Obviously, they would have
no shortage of things to do.

The wonder is that what happened next has not become a musical or an

ice show. Unable to agree with the ships’ captains on a suitable landing place
in the Bristol Channel, Tate agreed to put his command ashore somewhere

in Cardigan Bay. In fact, the troops landed on a rocky headland close to
Fishguard on 22 February 1797. The locals spotted them and raised the
alarm. Some French troops went out to forage and quickly became drunk

on wine the local people had salvaged from the wreck of a Portuguese ship.
Others were shot while trying to steal from farms. A Welsh woman tipped

one down a well, but he survived, and a fierce lady cobbler named Jemima
Nicholas rounded 12 up with a pitchfork. Meanwhile, the Lord Lieutenant of
Pembrokeshire, Lord Cawdor, was assembling a counter-invasion force. While
the troops were gathering, a number of Welsh women in their traditional scar-
let cloaks and black steeple hats apparently lined up to give a distant impres-
sion of infantrymen. The story may well contain an element of truth. Lord
Cawdor’s army finally numbered 43 men of his own Pembroke Yeomanry, 100
Cardigan militia, 93 Pembroke volunteers, 191 Fishguard Fencibles, a 148-
strong naval party with two 9-pounder cannon, and some attached officers,
giving a grand total of 575, or approximately half of the invaders’ strength.
However, Tate and his officers were in no mood to fight; in the circumstances,
surrender seemed the most comfortable option. Tate initiated a courteous
correspondence with Lord Cawdor, as a result of which the invaders
grounded arms and marched off under escort.

So ended the last ‘invasion’ of the British mainland. As if the whole business
had not been bizarre enough, the battle honour Fishguard was subsequently
awarded to the Pembroke Yeomanry although they had fought no battle.

The Great Irish Rebellion of 1798

Planned and executed by the Society of United Irishmen, the events of 1798
are a rare example of Protestants and Catholics working together for what
they believed to be the good of Ireland. The Protestant Ascendancy wanted
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more power for the toothless Parliament in Dublin, and the Catholics (in the
majority in Ireland) wanted the full rights and privileges enjoyed by other
Irish citizens. The inspiration for this rising was the French Revolution and its
architects were Wolfe Tone and Napper Tandy. They agreed the date for the
rebellion as 24 May and ingeniously set the time to coincide with the passing
of mail coaches through the towns and villages, so creating an ever-enlarging
ripple across the countryside. For more on the political situation, see Mike
Cronin’s Irish History For Dummies (published by Wiley).

The rebellion’s fortunes were mixed. In some areas the local British garrisons
experienced no difficulty in containing the outbreak, in others they had to fall
back. In general, the rebels lacked discipline and direction; some took time
off to settle old scores and the old religious r