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About the book


For hundreds of years, the Scottish soldier has been recording his experiences. From the War of the Spanish Succession until the deployment of regiments in Iraq, Scottish soldiers have written home with tales of their exploits, or had details of their experiences published in newspapers, regimental histories and books. The result is a wealth of primary information, telling the story of the Scottish soldiers who fought in Europe, America, Africa, India and the Far East. Included in the collection are letters, lyrics of songs and poems composed by the soldiers themselves, highland anecdotes, extracts from official reports, and even typescripts of interviews. This is the gritty, real-life story of the Scottish soldier, told in his own words.
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INTRODUCTION


This book is as much about education as it is about soldiering. While it contains a fascinating selection of more than 50 firsthand accounts by Scottish soldiers, covering three centuries of peace and war, it could never have been written were it not for the school dominies and headmasters, the teachers and tutors who made Scottish education something to be proud of. Whatever modern readers might think of the Scottish Reformation, its most lasting legacy was the emphasis placed on literacy. After all, the Presbyterian doctrines of the Church of Scotland emphasised the need for everyone to read the Bible, and to interpret it for themselves. As early as 1561, John Knox set out an agenda for reform, which included the provision of a schoolmaster in every Scottish parish, for ‘the education and godly upbringing of the youth of this realm’. As a result, Scotland was set on the path of being a literate nation.


Scotland already had universities, and more would be founded in the centuries which followed. However, the real progress was made in local schools, where pupils learned their ‘three Rs’ of reading, writing and ’rithmetic. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Scotland, a school education wasn’t free, but it was heavily subsidised by both Church and state. While the main emphasis was still on religious education, the byproduct was a steady improvement in the literacy rate. By 1707 it has been estimated that the majority of the Scottish population was literate, and the proportion kept on increasing. The eighteenth century was seen as a ‘golden age’ of Scottish education, with ‘adventure schools’ providing an alternative to an educational system still dominated by the Kirk. Robert Burns attended one of these schools, as did at least two of the Scottish soldiers whose adventures are recounted in this book.


In 1872 the provision of education in Scotland was taken out of the hands of the Church and run in a secular fashion. While religious schools and private schools still flourished, education now became a right, regardless of religion or wealth. What this really means is that the educational standards in Scotland were high during the last three centuries, and were arguably the best in Britain. The Scots are rightly proud of their education system, and although national literacy rates have dropped slightly in recent years, the overall picture is one of a country with a literate, numerate and relatively articulate population, regardless of whether this education was received in Crieff, Dundee, Glasgow or Kirkwall.


The value of this Scottish education is reflected in the literate quality of the first-hand accounts contained in this book. While certainly some are provided by Scottish soldiers – usually officers – with an extensive private education, or by those who studied at a Scottish university, others are written by men whose options were more limited. During the course of reading the letters, diaries, journals and memoirs of Scottish privates and non-commissioned officers this impression of widespread literacy is reinforced. Often these are more revealing than those written by officers, as the writer has been more honest, or has concerned himself with the fascinating details of a soldier’s life, rather than the bigger picture of who attacked whom and on which flank. I have marvelled at the beautiful copper-plate handwriting of Scottish soldiers from my grandfather’s generation, writing in the trenches of the Great War, and I have been captivated by more hurried scrawls, words recorded by men during a halt in the action of a later, more mobile, conflict.


The important thing here is that these Scottish soldiers are speaking to us in their own voices, be it the formal tones of someone educated at Fettes Academy just before the Great War, or the less clipped manner of a soldier from Angus, who went to the Arbroath High School during the 1930s. Perhaps the most captivating first-hand accounts are those written by the men from an even earlier age – soldiers such as Corporal Balfour Kennach, born in 1781, the son of a shoemaker from Ruthven in Angus. He went to school in Forfar, and in January 1799 he enlisted into the 71st Highlanders, when a recruiting party visited Kirriemuir. He first saw action in Cape Town in 1806, and spent a year in captivity after the débâcle at Buenos Aires the following year. He went on to fight his way through Portugal and Spain, taking part in eleven full-scale battles. Just as importantly, after being discharged in 1815, he wrote about his experiences. Without a Scottish education system, and the encouragement of the dominie in Forfar, there would have been no memoir entitled The Campaigns of Corporal Balfour Kennach, 71st Regiment, 1806–14.


I chose 1707 as the starting-point for this selection of firsthand accounts for two reasons. First, there are relatively few suitable accounts to be found from the seventeenth century, and of these, many are written in such a stilted way as to be of little value to the modern reader. Even those I begin with – extracts from the diary of Lieutenant-Colonel Blackader of the Cameronians – are hard going, mainly because few people today are willing to wade through pages of religious exclamations in search of a few kernels of historical information. That said, several good accounts exist. For instance, that of Sir James Halkett of Dumbarton’s Foot, written after his service in Tangier in 1680, is a gripping account of life alongside English regiments, in defence of a remote garrison in North Africa. However, there is potential there, and a study of firsthand accounts dating from the days of the old Scots army is long overdue.


Secondly, 1707 marks the creation of the British army, at least on paper. The year is one with especial resonance today, as after three centuries some Scots have come to question the value of the Union. At the time, the Union made little practical difference to the Scottish soldier. Like Sir James Hackett, Scottish soldiers had been serving alongside English ones for years, as both countries shared the same monarch, and since 1660 at least, military loyalty was sworn to the Crown, rather than to the state. In the decade before the Act of Union Scottish soldiers had fought alongside English regiments in Ireland, Flanders and on home ground. This said, 1707 makes a useful starting-point, as it allows us to trace the development of the Scottish soldier over three full centuries.


As for my qualifications to bring this book about, I am a military historian rather than a seasoned old veteran, and worse, my brief service career was spent at sea, rather than in the ranks. However, I’m a Scot, despite my German-Jewish surname, and like many Scots, my mother’s kin include those who were proud to call themselves Scottish soldiers, and who fought alongside their fellow Scots. Above all, the historian in me relished the challenge of seeking out these often hidden voices of Scottish soldiers past and present, and a project which began as an exercise in historical research soon turned into something altogether more personal. By its end I was humbled by the experience of reading the words of those who performed so much, and honoured to be given the chance to let their voices be heard.




CHAPTER 1


THE SCOTTISH SOLDIER


Remembrance and association


If you walk up the Mound in Edinburgh you will come across an imposing bronze statue, placed on top of a war memorial. It depicts a Highland soldier, looking protectively down the Mound towards Princes Street below him, as if he is mounting guard over the former twin bastions of Scottish pride – the Bank of Scotland and the National Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Beneath him, on the granite war memorial, a list of names covers two of its sides, while its front proclaims the identity of the soldier, and the regiment of the fallen – the Black Watch. A similar statue – less imposing in terms of location but altogether grander in design – sits in the middle of the North Bridge, as if protecting Waverley Station and the old offices of The Scotsman. This time the statue is dedicated to the men of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, and shows a group of figures, stoically guarding the body of an injured comrade.


Passers-by might be forgiven for assuming that these statues were put up in the aftermath of the First World War. After all, almost 150,000 Scots died during those four blood-soaked years, while tens of thousands more came home bearing the scars of war. Barely a village or town in Scotland doesn’t have a war memorial to these dead, a vivid testimony to the impact the war had on a generation. Similar statues dot the Scottish countryside – the Black Watch soldier who stands guard over Dundee, just beside the road north, or the similar statue on top of ‘The Hill’ in Kirriemuir, a memorial to the fallen of the Angus glens.


However, peer closely at the two Edinburgh statues, and the dates are wrong. Both commemorate the soldiers of these two regiments who were killed during the Second Boer War (1899– 1902), which ended a dozen years before the First World War began. The Black Watch memorial bears the names of more than 120 soldiers. All those names from one regiment, and killed in a dusty corner of the empire, in a half-forgotten war from another age. If you take another look, and you’ve visited the memorial in Kirriemuir, you’ll then notice that a lot of the names are the same. Even more poignantly, the war memorial on ‘The Hill’ is flanked by a smaller list, containing the names of those soldiers from Kirriemuir who died during the Second World War. Once again, the same surnames keep on appearing in all three lists. I can think of no better demonstration of the lasting association between the Scots and their soldiery, or the link between regiment and place.


It has been estimated that as many as 8,000 Scottish soldiers died in South Africa during the Second Boer War, and of course thousands more perished in other corners of the British empire – the Sudan, the North-West Frontier, Egypt, Zululand, China, Ashantiland and elsewhere. While this pales into insignificance compared with the Scottish casualties during the Great War, or the 50,000 Scottish soldiers who were killed during the Second World War, it remains a substantial figure. What is surprising is that rather than resent the sending of Scots off to fight in foreign lands, the majority of the Scottish people approved of these colonial wars, and were proud enough to build splendid memorials to the fallen.


This strange link between the Scottish people and the Scottish soldier was highlighted following the death of Major-General Sir Hector Macdonald (1853–1903), who was popularly known as ‘Fighting Mac’. He participated in the First Boer War and the First Sudan Campaign, and went on to command a brigade at the Battle of Omdurman (1898), a battle fought during Britain’s return to the Sudan. Even the victor General Kitchener described Macdonald as ‘the real hero of Omdurman’. What is remarkable is that Macdonald was the son of a Gaelic-speaking crofter from Ross-shire, who joined the army as a private soldier. Less than three decades later he was commanding a brigade on the battlefield.


After his success in the Sudan, Macdonald took over command of the Highland Brigade, whose commander – General Wauchope – had been killed at the Battle of Magersfontein (1899), one of the opening battles of the Second Boer War. He was just as successful in South Africa as he had been in the Sudan, and by the end of the war he was probably the most famous Scottish soldier of his day. Then it all started to unravel. In 1902 he was posted to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), and allegations of misconduct began to circulate. It was claimed that he was a pederast, and while a later investigation found no substance to the rumours, Macdonald returned to Britain, in an attempt to avoid a scandal. He was in Paris when news of the allegations were published in the International Herald Tribune, on 25 March 1903. On reading the paper, Macdonald returned to his room, put a revolver to his head, and shot himself.


His body was returned to Scotland for burial, but Lady Macdonald refused a state funeral, and opted for a quiet, private burial in Edinburgh’s Dean Cemetery on the rainswept morning of 30 March. The people of Scotland were not to be denied the opportunity to pay their respects to a fallen hero. Many, possibly rightly, deduced the scandal had been concocted by Macdonald’s many enemies, who resented the presence of a Scottish commoner among the army’s elite. It was reported that by nightfall a crowd of over 30,000 people had gathered outside the cemetery, all eager to visit the grave. Over the weeks that followed, thousands more made the pilgrimage. Today the grave is all but forgotten, as is the man. However, for the people of Edwardian Scotland, Macdonald was the epitome of the Scottish soldier.


Some historians have claimed that the strong association between the Scots and the Scottish soldier was forged amid the mud and trenches of the Western Front. The national sense of loss following the death of Sir Hector Macdonald demonstrates that this special bond was formed before that. Did it develop during the ‘Age of Empire’, when Scottish troops like Macdonald fought in every corner of the globe, or were its origins found even earlier – possibly during the Napoleonic Wars? It might even be argued that at least on the southern side of the Highland line, Lowland Scots of the eightenth century welcomed the presence of Scottish troops, who offered protection against the Highlanders. While historians might argue over dates, few can argue that this bond was created, and that although frayed and worn, it remains in existence today.


A matter of identity


It has often been claimed that the Scots had a unique association with the Scottish soldier, a bond forged over the generations which encompasses both pride in the past and paternalism towards the present generation of soldiers. Words like ‘association’, ‘pride’ and ‘regiment’ are bandied about, often by retired army officers, who speak about their ‘Jocks’ in a tone which is patronising as well as paternal. These spokesmen came to the fore during the recent furore over the disbanding or restructuring of the Scottish regiments, and the creation of a new ‘super-regiment’ – the Royal Regiment of Scotland. The trouble with old army officers – a problem that has plagued the British army since its inception in 1707 – is their frequent inability to see the ‘bigger picture’. For them ‘the regiment’ is the cornerstone of military life, and any threat to it is an affront to their sense of martial identity. They are like the supporters of a Scottish football team, who cheer on their own team, but rarely want to address the problems facing Scottish football.


Certainly, ever since the First World War, the Scottish regiments have had a strong regional identity. The Gordons recruit in the north-east, the Queen’s Own Highlanders have the run of the Highlands and Islands, the recruiting vans of the Royal Scots tour Edinburgh and the Lothians, and so on. You supported Aberdeen FC, and you joined the Gordons – a simple matter of local identity and pride. This is also one of the reasons why the names on the war memorials always sound the same. Rivalry between units – platoons, company, regiments – motivates soldiers, and encourages them to believe that their unit is better than the rest. Of course, to an outsider the differences are often minimal – one unit wears a red hackle, another wears a white one. The differences are ones which have been created by the British army, not by the Scots themselves. Consequently, leaving aside the notion of regional associations – the idea of a ‘local’ regiment – most Scots don’t define a Scottish soldier by his regiment, but by his or her national identity.


In the last three centuries, regiments have come and gone. The recent round of disbandment and amalgamation isn’t a particularly new phenomenon – the same thing has happened at regular intervals since 1707, particularly in times of government parsimony, or after a war. In an amalgamation, regimental traditions might be lost, or the set of the kilt tartan might change, but the national identity of the men and women carrying the rifles remains constant. While most Scots bemoan the passing of the old regiments, they realise that the army needs to reinvent itself periodically, so it can adapt to new technologies, or new threats. For most Scots, the important thing is that the identity of the Scottish soldier is preserved, with all he has come to embody.


The Scots expect a lot from their soldiers. After all, they have centuries of historical baggage to carry around. Since 1707 they have fought in eight major wars and dozens of smaller ones. Of these, six of the larger conflicts were fought within the first century following the Act of Union – a true baptism of fire for the Scottish regiments. This was also a time of growing prosperity at home. The Union might have been unpopular when it came about, but the opening of new markets and opportunities proved highly beneficial to Scotland. If the price for this prosperity was the participation of her soldiers in a series of overseas wars – mostly fought against the French – then the majority saw it as a price worth paying. Of course, until 1707, these same troops, accompanied by their English colleagues, were also available to protect Lowland Scotland during the Jacobite Rebellions of 1715, 1718 and 1745–46.


Bizarrely, these Jacobite Rebellions also produced the catalyst which would transform the appearance of the Scottish soldier and strengthen his identity. Most of the Jacobite armies in these campaigns were made up of Highland clansmen, the bogeymen of Lowland Scotland. For centuries the Lowlanders had portrayed them as rapacious thieves, lacking dignity, honour and a decent pair of breeches. During the rebellions, the Scots, or at least those in the army, recognised that with the right training and leadership, the ferocity and determination of these clansmen might well be a force for good.


In one of those strange acts of historical hypocrisy, while the aftermath of the Battle of Culloden (1746) saw the steady destruction of Highland clan society, and the banning of the wearing of tartan plaid, the British army was so impressed by the fighting powers of the clansmen that they began recruiting them into the army. In truth, the process began in 1725, when the first independent companies of ‘loyal Highlanders’ were raised to patrol the glens. By 1739 these companies had been formed into the regiment which would become the Black Watch. However, after the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745–6, the ’45, the business of recruiting Highlanders began in earnest. This recruitment would dramatically change the character and appearance of the Scottish soldier.


The influence this had on appearance was probably the most spectacular. In 1707 the Scottish soldiers of the newly formed British army looked little different from their English or Irish colleagues. This began to change after 1739 and the creation of what would become the Black Watch, and in the aftermath of the ’45 Rebellion. These first Highlanders wore Highland dress, or at least a military approximation of it. By the time Britain became embroiled in the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) the recruitment of new Highland regiments was seen as one solution to the manpower shortages facing the army as it fought its first truly global war. As the number of Highland regiments increased, so too did the proportion of troops in the army which wore such distinctive dress. By the end of the eighteenth century there were more Highland than Lowland Scots regiments in the British army.


These new Highland regiments performed exceptionally well during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, and in the process the troops themselves were viewed with favour by both the military establishment and the British public. Certainly, these same troops had performed well in earlier campaigns, particularly in the Americas, where their ferocity and ability to operate in unorthodox ways worked to their advantage. A widespread mutiny during the American War of Independence was largely the fault of the army establishment, who attempted to send Highland volunteers to serve in India, rather than fight in America, which is what they had signed up to do. With that exception, the new Highland regiments had proved their mettle.


What made the difference during the Napoleonic War was that by then the press was following the exploits of the army, and the achievements of the instantly recognisable Highland regiments helped to sell newspapers. In the process the Highland soldier, if not the Scottish one, was well on his way to becoming the darling of the British public. The timing was perfect. The publication of James Macpherson’s Ossian cycle of poems had done much to increase the romantic allure of the Highlands during the late eighteenth century, and by the Regency period of the early nineteenth century this romanticism had blossomed into a full-blown cultural movement.


It was Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832) who set this movement on track when he choreographed George IV’s visit to Scotland in 1822, filling Edinburgh with Highlanders and tartan. In the process he made kilts fashionable again. Retired brigadiers and colonels of Scottish regiments might baulk at the notion that their uniform was largely derived from the imagination of a romantic novelist, but it is largely the truth. Perhaps the fact that Scott once served as an officer in the fashionable Royal Edinburgh Volunteer Light Dragoons might help soften the blow.


Before then, Highland regiments were recognisable by their kilts, bagpipes, broadswords and all the other paraphernalia of the Highlander in government service. After the birth of the Scottish romantic movement, even the Scottish Lowland regiments became subsumed in a wave of tartan and bagpipes. Of course, there was no historical precedent for this. While regiments like the Royal Scots or the King’s Own Scottish Borderers did their best to resist this Highland frippery, elements of it still managed to creep into their uniform, and become enmeshed in their regimental customs. It all became part and parcel of the growing sense of identity of the Scottish soldier.


The Scots had already started the business of identifying with their soldiers before this. They were proud of their achievements on the battlefields of America and Europe, and were willing to see Scottish soldiers go even further afield, as long as they did so with honour. The Scottish people were the great beneficiaries of the British empire. They supplied the industry, the technical expertise and the skilled manpower which made it so successful. In the process the Scots were no longer considered junior partners in the Union, but had become fully-fledged members of an imperial elite – conspirators if you will in the establishment of Empire. In these circumstances it was natural that the Scots would identify with the soldiers who played a part in the creation of this imperial dream.


Above all, the reputation of the Scottish soldier continued to rise during the ‘Age of Empire’. They fought in a succession of colonial wars, and fought well. Scottish newspapers recorded the exploits of their troops, and in the process the Scots came to adopt Scottish soldiers as their own – the kilted ambassadors of Scotland on the world stage. They revelled in stories about them being lions on the battlefield and kittens by the hearth – gentle at home and fierce in war. They took pride in their achievements, and celebrated their victories. This much-touted bond between the Scot and the Scottish soldier was not forged in the hell of the Great War – it came about during the Victorian period, when Scotland was a leading beneficiary of the fruits of empire.


The interesting thing is that after the collapse of the empire, and after two world wars, after several brutal postwar conflicts and even after the modern traumas of Afghanistan, this association between the Scottish people and the Scottish soldier is still a strong one. As for the future, the fate of Scotland and the Scottish soldier is uncertain. Once the Scots were willing partners of Union, but in recent decades the old certainties have been eroded. Margaret Thatcher had much to do with this – every time she jabbed a finger at ‘You Scots’ she undermined support for a once inviolate union. This helped to encourage the rise of Scottish nationalism, and made some Scots soldiers question their identity.


The Scottish soldier has always been different. An old veteran of the 51st Highland Division recalled the screening of Lawrence Olivier’s Henry V in a Belgian cinema, during the dark winter of 1944–45. Despite it preceding the climax of the film, when the actor declared: ‘Cry “God, for Harry, England and St George”,’ the cinema was filled with loud jeers, and many of the soldiers walked out. Scottish pride has always been prickly, and woe betide anyone – general, reporter or leading actor – who presumes that just because he swears allegiance to the Crown, the Scottish soldier is the same as an English one. The same point is made in one of our first-hand accounts – the young Scottish soldier who played ‘Flower of Scotland’ while driving around the deserts of Kuwait in 1991. On the surface, our unofficial anthem is a rallying cry against the English. In practice, it is a demand to be treated as a national entity.


Just as Scotland is undergoing a crisis of identity, so too is the Scottish soldier. Shortly after Margaret Thatcher came Tony Blair, who sent Scottish troops to fight in a succession of wars – some for good reasons, others for spurious ones. The Scottish people take just pride in the professionalism of their soldiers, particularly when they fight in a ‘just war’. Bosnia and Kosovo was one of these – the restoring of order to a war-torn corner of Europe – whereas Iraq was not. It was an unpopular conflict, in which Scottish troops were sent into battle almost on the whim of the most unpopular American president in living memory. The jury is still out on Afghanistan.


The growing death-toll of Scottish troops has made many Scots question the need for these men and women to be involved in these conflicts. Interestingly, it hasn’t eroded the support that the Scottish soldier enjoys at home. While the bond between Scot and Scottish soldier remains strong, the future is uncertain, and few Scots are willing to predict what lies ahead. The rise of Scottish nationalism raises the possibility of a break-up of the Union, and with it a dismemberment of the British army. To many this remains an unthinkable act, but in the realpolitik of modern Scotland this severing of ties is now firmly on the political agenda. One fact remains certain in this changeable climate. If such a draconian step is taken, the Scottish soldier – whatever form he takes or role he is expected to play – should still be able to count on the support of the Scottish people.




CHAPTER 2


THE AGE OF REASON


On 1 May 1707 the Act of Union came into being, and Scotland and England were effectively joined together into a single country – the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. By this time the Scottish and English armies had been serving alongside each other for decades, but the Union meant that for the first time they were united into one British army. The Scottish army of 1707 was pretty small – just seven regiments of infantry, two of cavalry and two troops of lifeguards. The army used to be much larger – as many as fourteen foot regiments at its peak in 1689, but most of these were disbanded at the end of the Jacobite Rising of that year.


Of these remaining regiments, the Scots Guards – founded in 1660 – retained their own name in 1707, and became part of the British Brigade of Guards, alongside the Grenadiers and the Coldstreams. The Royal Regiment, founded in 1633, and commanded by the Earl of Orkney became the Royal Scots, or the 1st Foot in the British army. It had actually been on the English establishment since 1662, which meant that its upkeep was paid for by the London government. In effect it was on loan for almost half a century before the Act of Union. In 1707 the Regiment of Fusiliers, founded in 1678, became the Scottish Regiment of Fusiliers, and later the 21st Foot. These regimental numbers referred to the theoretical position of the regiment in the line of battle, based on seniority. In practice, regiments were usually referred to by the name of their colonel, at least until 1751, when the numbering system was officially adopted.


Two regiments raised during the Jacobite Rising of 1689 were the Earl of Leven’s Regiment and the Earl of Angus’ Regiment. By 1707 Leven’s (also known as ‘the Edinburgh Regiment’) was commanded by James Maitland, and simply transferred onto the British establishment. So too did Angus’ Regiment, commanded in 1707 by Colonel Preston. It had been raised in south-western Scotland from an extreme Presbyterian sect known as the Cameronians. Even before they became the 26th Foot in 1751, they were nicknamed the Cameronians, and this eventually became the official title of the regiment. Leven’s or Maitland’s Regiment became the 25th Foot, a regiment which eventually developed into the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Today it forms part of the Royal Regiment of Scotland.


Two more regiments from 1707 – Sir James Moncrieff’s and Lord Strathnaver’s Foot – were disbanded in the years following the end of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–13). The oldest of the two cavalry regiments, the Royal Dragoons, founded in 1681, became the Royal North British Dragoons in 1707, under the command of the Earl of Stair, and in 1713 they became the 2nd Dragoons, nicknamed ‘The Scots Greys’. Today they are known as the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards. In 1707 Lord Polwarth took over command of the second Scottish dragoon regiment from Lord Jedburgh. Founded in 1690, it was disbanded after the war in 1714, but was reformed a year later, although in its new form it was no longer considered a Scottish unit. Finally the two troops of life guards commanded by the Duke of Argyll were used for ceremonial duties in Edinburgh, and eventually became part of the Life Guards, the senior cavalry regiment in the British army.


Of course, by 1707, many of these Scots regiments had already seen service overseas, and during the opening campaigns of the War of the Spanish Succession the Royal Scots, the Fusiliers and the ‘Cameronians’ all distinguished themselves at the battles of Blenheim (1704) and Ramillies (1706). The Royal Dragoons also won laurels at Ramillies, when it helped to drive the French cavalry from the field. In other words, the Union of 1707 made little real difference to the Scottish army. It simply had its blue saltires replaced by Union flags, and its pay came from London rather than Edinburgh. Apart from that it was largely business as usual. Above all, the Union came in the middle of a major war, where Britain was fighting in support of the Dutch and various other allies, against the forces of King Louis XIV of France. It was probably just as well that this transition of ownership didn’t really make much difference to the troops in Flanders. The three regiments mentioned above all went on to fight in the two other major battles of the war – at Oudenarde (1708) and Malplaquet (1709), and the first of our accounts comes from this period – the first year in which the regiments fought under a British banner.


While the loyalty or enthusiasm of the Scots serving as part of a British army in Flanders was never in any real doubt, fighting closer to home raised the possibility of defection, mutiny or open rebellion. The crushing of the Jacobite Rising of 1689 did little to lessen the support of many Scots – particularly Highlanders – for the exiled King James VII of Scotland and his successors. An attempt to land French and Jacobite troops in the Firth of Forth was thwarted in 1708, and so, despite the need for troops in Flanders, a number of Scottish regiments were retained at home. When the war with France ended in 1713 more troops were shipped back, including the ‘Cameronians’. The wisdom of this was shown in the summer of 1715, when the Earl of Mar raised the Highland clans in the name of James Stuart – ‘The Old Pretender’.


The climax of the rebellion came in November 1715, when the Jacobites faced a small government army at Sherrifmuir. The Royal Scots Fusiliers, the ‘25th (Edinburgh) Regiment’ and the ‘Scots Greys’ were all on the field that day, while the ‘Cameronians’ had already played their part, defeating a Jacobite force at Preston. Lieutenant-Colonel Blackader of the ‘Cameronians’ was in Stirling, just seven miles from the battlefield, and his account provides us with a fascinating insight into the Scottish army of the time. Like many Presbyterians, Blackader viewed the Scots as a people who – like the Israelites – had a covenant with God; they were therefore God’s chosen people. Blackader’s faith was sorely tested by the events he witnessed that day, but his conviction as to the righteousness of his cause remained.


One aftermath of the 1715 rebellion was the establishment of garrisons in the Highlands, at Fort George, Fort William and Fort Augustus, linked to a network of military roads and barracks. Independent companies of trustworthy Highlanders were raised, and in 1739 these were formed into a regiment, which by the 1750s had become the 42nd foot, or the Royal Highland Regiment. This was the first of several Highland regiments in the army, and the Highland clans, once seen as breeding-grounds for insurrection, were now one of the British army’s prime recruiting sources.


The watershed was 1746, when the Jacobite cause was finally crushed on the battlefield of Culloden. The battle provides us with our one first-hand account from a soldier who fought against rather than for the British army. It also marked the end of the old ways in the Highlands, where loyalty was measured in the men who would follow a chief into battle. After Culloden, Highlanders sought employment wherever they could, even if it meant donning a red coat, or serving under a new breed of Highland chieftains who were more interested in the land as a source of income than clansmen.


Two accounts written by a Highland soldier describe service in the forests of North America, where he fought the French and their native allies, and participated in a spirited battle which pitched the Royal Highlanders – ‘The Black Watch’ – against the North American Indians. These battles were fought during or in the immediate aftermath of the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), a conflict which was fought in North America, Europe and India, and which stretched the resources of Britain to its limit. Several new Scottish regiments were raised during the conflict, including the 77th (Montgomery’s), 78th (Fraser’s), 87th (Keith’s), 88th (Campbell’s) and 89th (Gordon’s) Highlanders. Even though all but the Gordon Highlanders were disbanded soon after the war ended, Highland troops were now considered part-and-parcel of the British army.


The next great wave of recruitment came in 1775, in response to the revolt of the American colonies. The war saw the creation of the 71st (Fraser’s) Highlanders (disbanded when the war ended) and the 73rd (Highland) Foot, which was renumbered the 71st and eventually devolved into the Highland Light Infantry. Other units, the 74th, 76th, 77th, 78th, 80th and 81st Highlanders, were also disbanded after 1783, with the exception of the 78th, which was renumbered the 72nd, and eventually became the Seaforth Highlanders.


By the late 1780s, even though the need for troops had diminished, the army still had extensive commitments in India, the West Indies and Canada, all of which required garrisons. Scottish soldiers – whether serving in Highland or Lowland regiments – were now an integral part of the British army. Just as importantly, they were also beginning to develop a unique identity – simultaneously part of the British army, but at the same time recognisably Scottish in character. Like holders of dual citizenship, these Scottish soldiers and their successors would balance the two halves of their identity.
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 BATTLE OF OUDENARDE, 1708


Lieutenant-Colonel John Blackader (Colonel Preston’s
Foot, later the 26th Foot ‘Cameronians’)


The Cameronian Regiment was raised in 1689, and in 1707 it became the 26th Foot. It first won renown at Dunkeld (1689), Steenkirke (1692), Blenheim (1704) and Ramillies (1706), but the battle of Oudenarde (1708) was its first as a fully integrated regiment of the British army. For the British, the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–13) involved a series of campaigns fought in Flanders, in support of Britain’s Dutch allies. As Blackader notes in his diary, the battle was unexpected, the result of a dramatic forced march by the Duke of Marlborough’s allied army, in an attempt to prevent the French from capturing the Flemish city of Oudenarde. The battle, fought on 11 July 1708, was a long, hard-fought struggle, but by nightfall Marlbourgh’s men were victorious. Lieutenant-Colonel Blackader (1664–1727) was the son of the Reverend John Blackader of Dumfries, a Covenanting minister imprisoned for his religious views. From his diary it appears his son (and probably most of the Cameronians) shared these staunch Presbyterian beliefs. The colonel was also concerned about his wife, whose lodgings in Ghent lay in the path of the advancing French army. Although the information in his diary is sparse, his account remains a rare description of a Marlburian battle by a Scottish participant.


8th July (The Sabbath):


Concerned about the present posture of affairs, and somewhat anxious about my dear concern [his wife] at Ghent; but I trust her to a good God, who has been kind to us all our life.


9th July:


Marched at two in the morning – a tedious march. We camped about three hours in the evening for a feint, and then we marched all night, which was great fatigue to the army. Our mistakes and weakness give us this trouble. What a vain thing is man, the wisdom and courage of man! He who one day performs great actions, and [is] extolled as more than man, is the other guilty of great blunders, and as much decried. We have still a prospect of sudden action if the enemy defend what they have got.


10th July:


A fatiguing march, to retrieve our past mistake. Passed the Dender. In all probability it will be retrieved, and that the French will quit what they have got; and I see little else in it but a French gasconade [boast]. All is vanity!


11th July:


This day is another great Ebenezer of my life to be added to Hochstadt, Ramillies etc., never to be forgotten. We have fought the enemy, and by the great mercy of God beat them. I bless God he supplied me with everything I wanted upon such occasions. I praise him for the courage and resolution he gave me, and for a calm mind. All is his gift.


The battle began about five in the afternoon, and lasted till night put a screen of darkness betwixt us and them, and thereby saved, them, in all probability, from as great a defeat as ever they got. The battle came by surprise, for we had no thought of fighting through the day. My frame was more serene and spiritual through the day than ordinary. My thoughts ran much upon the 103rd Psalm, which I sung frequently upon the march. Our regiment was not properly engaged in attacking, but, which was worse, we were obliged to stand in cold blood, exposed to the enemy’s shot, by which we had several killed and wounded, for there was heavy firing for about two hours. I was sometimes engaged in prayer, sometimes in praise, sometimes for the public, sometimes for myself.


We lay all night upon the field of battle, where the bed of honour was both hard and cold, but we past [sic] the night as well as the groans of dying men would allow us, being thankful for our preservation. I was mercifully supplied with the comforts of life, and wanted nothing good for me. We marched again by break of day and formed our lines, the enemy making still some appearance, but it was only their rearguard which was easily repulsed, so we returned to our camp. I went again through the field of battle, receiving a lecture on mortality from the dead.
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 BATTLE OF SHERIFFMUIR, 1715


Lieutenant-Colonel John Blackader (Colonel Preston’s
Foot, later the 26th Foot ‘Cameronians’)


The exiled King James II of England and VII of Scotland died in France in 1701, and his son James, Prince of Wales, became the figurehead of the Jacobite cause. An attempted invasion of Scotland was thwarted in 1708, and there were fears the attempt would be repeated. In the summer of 1715 the Earl of Mar raised the Highland clans in the name of James, and by mid September his army had captured Perth. In Stirling, the Duke of Argyll gathered a small government army, and after several diversionary skirmishes the two sides met at Sheriffmuir, outside Stirling, on 13 November.


The battle which followed was a confusing one, and as Blackader suggests in his diary, a wing of the government army was routed, causing fear in Stirling that the Jacobites were poised to attack the city and castle. However, despite being heavily outnumbered, the rest of the government army held their ground, and defeated the Highlanders sent against them. In effect the battle was a bloody stalemate, and at its end Mar withdrew his force back to Perth. Eventually his army dispersed, and the rebellion failed. Blackader was a devout Presbyterian, as befitted a colonel of the Cameronians, and as his diary shows, he sought solace that the apparent victory of the ‘Antichrist’ was simply a test of faith.


20th June:


There was a dreadful storm, with thunder and lightning, this morning. Oh the comfort of having this God, who thunders in majesty and power, for our God and father!


9th August:


Out seeing a rendezvous, but, alas, a poor defence. Lord, give us help from trouble, for vain is the help of man. Our trust be in thee alone, for indeed we have no arm of flesh to trust to; but perhaps I despise these small things too much, having seen fine armies; but it is our sins, I fear, make us weak. I know, if God be not angry with us, He can make one of us (as we are) to chase a thousand.


23rd August:


This day was kept a fast, appointed by the commission of the General Assembly. I am sure we have good reason to keep days of humiliation. Lord, pour out a spirit of repentance, grace and supplication, that we may turn unto thee before thy wrath break out. Lord, hear the prayers which have been put up to thee today by thy people. I hope there are strong batteries raised up this day in Scotland against an anti-Christian, wicked Jacobite party, who are enemies to God and his cause.


24th August:


The alarm renewed again of an invasion. I cannot say but it always casts a damp upon my spirits when I hear of it, though it need be no surprise, for I have a melancholy view of that dismal scene of confusion, bloodshed, famine and pestilence; and all the calamities of a barbarous internecine war. God can in mercy disappoint our fears, as he has often done.


Undated:


We have got account of the death of the King of France [Louis XIV died on 1 September]. We have been long looking for it, but God’s time is the best time. It is observable at this nick of time, when he had been long laying plans, and was on the point of sending a Pretender to invade us. Perhaps this may defeat their design. Follow what will, he was the main pillar and support of antichrist’s kingdom. We hope it is a good omen that antichrist shall get a deadly blow, and is near his end, though he rage so much. But now, this should teach us to be humble and modest in judging. We are too apt to interpret God’s providences and judgments according to our humours and passions. We thought he could never go off the world without some remarkable judgment, and now he died as a lamb, and without any horror that we hear of, but with great presence of mind and composure. God’s ways are not as ours. We measure Infinite by our own little understanding.


12th November:


This morning the army marched out. I got my orders from the Duke, and received many compliments for my success in training the West Country battalion. I went out with the army a little way – sent my best wishes and prayers along with them. Oh thou Lord of hosts, go out with our armies, and thou great Judge of right, judge between them and us. I should have had less fatigue to have been out with the army, but the post which Providence allots to me is always the best. Alarmed at night by the enemy, and putting all the town in arms; I went down to the bridge with the Glasgow battalion, and I remained there all night, and it was a peaceable night. I bless God for this.


13th November (The Sabbath):


I slept two hours in the morning, and then went to church. At the dismission, we were alarmed. Upon going out, I saw one of the most melancholy sights ever I saw in my life – our army flying before their enemies. Oh Lord, what shall we say when Israel turneth their backs and fly before their enemies? We have sinned. Going down to the bridge with a heavy heart, the runners away coming fast in, and everyone giving a worse account than another, that all was lost and gone; indeed seeing is believing. All the fields were covered with our flying troops, horse and foot, all the appearance of a routed army. Oh what dismal views had we, expecting to see the rebel Highland army at their heels! Filled with such thoughts as these – Lord, thou hast turned our sword’s edge, and hast not made us to stand in battle; thou hast poured shame and contempt upon us; thou goest not forth with our armies. Give us help from trouble, for vain is the help of man.


I took down all the Glasgow battalion to the bridge, and posted them in some entrenchments there; but indeed I had no great hopes of keeping them out, for thinking our army routed, I thought they would pass the River Forth at some ford, and soon become masters of Stirling. Thus, we spent all the afternoon very melancholy, till the evening, when a better prospect began to open. We got intelligence that the Duke was still on the field of battle, and afterwards that he had been victorious.


Oh what a surprising turn! We could not believe it. We were as men that dreamed; but it was confirmed to us by eyewitnesses. Oh how thou hast turned our tears and grief into joy and songs of praise! Providence has now so managed it that no flesh shall boast. Our right wing did beat their left, and their right wing beat our left; but our left was attacked before the line of battle was formed, and so every regiment, upon the long march, broke and driven back one upon another. We were also too vain and conceited, and despised our enemies too much, and reflected too much upon the arm of flesh. God humbles us, and lets us see that all flesh is grass; yet he takes care of his own cause, and lets not our enemies triumph, at the same time he humbles and mortifies our vanity.


I now see Providence was kind to me and those who remained here. We should have been posted on the left or centre, and so have been surprised and broken as the rest were, and perhaps lost both life and honour. My prayer was, If thy presence go not with me, carry me not up hence. He has heard me. Success was not to attend the left wing. I was not to be there. All is well ordered.


14th November:


This day it is expected there will be another engagement, that the Duke will attack them if they remain where they are.


We hear the rebels are retired. Lord, be praised, who puttest a bridle in their nose and hook in their jaws, and turneth them back by the way they came. Oh, what a merciful surprising turn of providence! Yesterday we were expecting a barbarous and cruel enemy at our gates by this time, and to be flying before them. God is our defence, our shield and buckler.


The army came back in the afternoon in much better condition than we expected. Lord, be blessed for this respite, and sanctify this providence, this check, to make us humble, and to depend on thee; to repent and turn to thee.


Fifteen regiments are cantoned round about us; consequently the company here is very bad – swearing, blasphemy, vile creatures, the scum of the earth. No wonder, though our carcasses be made to dung the face of the earth, God can be glorified, upon us, and work his own works without such vile instruments. Oh Lord, reform us.
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 BATTLE OF CULLODEN, 1746


James, Chevalier de Johnstone
(Aide to Lord George Murray)


With hindsight, the Jacobite Rebellion had little chance of success. Not only did Charles Edward Stuart, grandson of King James II and VII have to capture Scotland from the government, but to safeguard his foothold in Britain he also needed to march south, and attempt to overthrow the Hanoverian monarchy. He managed to secure Scotland, but then the rising began to unravel. Having marched as far south as Derby it became clear that an advance on London was all but suicidal. The Jacobites retreated to Scotland, and in January they inflicted a sharp defeat on the pursuing government forces at Falkirk. Still outnumbered, the Jacobites continued retreating northwards, until by April they were camped outside Inverness.


With battle imminent, Prince Charles attempted a night-time surprise attack on the government army at Nairn, but poor staff work led to delays, and as dawn approached the attack was called off. The Jacobites retreated to Culloden, where the government army caught up with them that morning. The 26-year-old James Johnstone, known as the Chevalier de Johnstone, served as the aide-de-camp to Lord George Murray, Prince Charles’s principal commander. In his memoirs he recounts the events of that fateful day in Scottish history.


I could never comprehend why the Prince wished to attack the English army, so much superior in number to his own, with only a part of his men, in disorder, without waiting till the rest should come up, and without forming them in order of battle, to present a front of attack. A shameful repulse would have been the inevitable consequence of such an attack. A surprise ought not only to be judiciously planned, all the measures which it may naturally lead the enemy to adopt being foreseen, but it ought to be conducted and executed at the same time with wisdom, and attention to all the means necessary to ensure success. An enemy surprised, is, no doubt, half conquered; but the case is altered if he have [has] time to recover from his confusion. In that case he may not only contrive to escape, but even to destroy his opponent.


I do not mean to justify the conduct of Lord George, in retiring with the first column, contrary to the express orders of the Prince, and without informing him of it. Had he waited at the entrance into the meadow, for the arrival of the whole army, which had separated from the obscurity of the night and the badness of the roads, he might have insisted on the absolute necessity of forming in order of battle, in order to begin the attack like people in their senses, and have convinced him of the absurdity of acting otherwise. The Irishmen, whom the Prince had adopted as his only counsellors on all occasions, men of the most limited capacities, endeavoured, by all manner of clandestine reports, to cause it to be believed that, in acting as he did on this occasion, Lord George had betrayed the Prince; but, knowing this better than any other person, perhaps, I can only attribute his disobedience of the Prince’s orders to the violence and impetuosity of his character.


Exhausted with hunger, and worn out with the excessive fatigue of the three last nights, as soon as we reached Culloden I turned off as fast as I could to Inverness, where eager to recruit my strength by a little sleep, I tore off my clothes, half asleep all-the-while; but when I had already one leg in the bed, and was on the point of stretching myself between the sheets, what was my surprise to hear the drum-beat to arms, and the trumpets of the piquet of Fitzjames sounding the call to boot and saddle, which struck me like a clap of thunder. I hurried on my clothes, my eyes half shut, and, mounting a horse, I instantly repaired to our army, on the eminence on which we had remained for three days, and from which we saw the English army at the distance of about two miles from us. They appeared at first disposed to encamp in the position where they then were, many of their tents being already erected; but all at once their tents disappeared, and we immediately perceived them in movement towards us.


The view of our army, making preparations for battle, probably induced the Duke of Cumberland to change his plan; and, indeed, he must have been blind in the extreme to have delayed attacking us instantly, in the deplorable situation in which we were, worn out with hunger and fatigue; especially when he perceived, from our manoeuvre, that we were impatient to give battle, under every possible disadvantage, and well disposed to facilitate our own destruction. The Duke of Cumberland remained ignorant, till it was day, of the danger to which he had been exposed during the night; and as soon as he knew it, he broke up his camp, and followed us closely.


The Prince, on his return to Culloden, enraged against Lord George Murray, publicly declared that no one in future should command his army but himself. As soon as the English army began to appear, the Prince, who was always eager to give battle, without reflecting on the consequences, was told that, as the Highlanders were exhausted with fatigue, dispersed, and buried in deep sleep, in the neighbouring hamlets and enclosures, many could not possibly be present in the battle, from the difficulty of finding them. Besides, what could be expected from men in their situation, worn out with want of sleep and food, and quite exhausted with this night-march, a thousand times worse than any march which had been made in England? They were not possessed of supernatural strength. He was advised to fall back on the high ground, behind the plain, having his left supported by the ruins of the Castle, where he could place his cannon to advantage, as on batteries, whilst he could at the same time occupy Inverness, and allow his army to refresh themselves and obtain some sleep.


By allowing them twenty-four hours’ repose, it was said, they would be quite recruited [restored], and altogether new men. In such an advantageous position, by throwing up an entrenchment to cover Inverness, there was no reason to fear an immediate attack from the Duke of Cumberland, should he examine our position with attention; but if the Duke ventured to attack us notwithstanding, he could not fail to pay dear for his temerity. We might, therefore, calculate on remaining tranquil in this position for some days, and the delay would give time to those who were absent on leave to join the army. The Prince, however, would listen to no advice, and resolved on giving battle, let the consequences be what they might.


The ground in the hollow, between the Castle of Culloden and an enclosure on our right, being marshy and covered with water, which reached half way up the leg, was well chosen to protect us from the cavalry of the enemy. The English were drawn up in three lines, but we had much difficulty in forming two. Our second line was composed of the Irish piquets, with the regiments of Royal Scots, Kilmarnock, Lord Lewis Gordon, the Duke of Perth, Lord Ogilvie, Glenbucket, and John Roy Stuart; of which the two last, and that of Lord Kilmarnock consisted only of from two to three hundred men each. When the English army was on a line with the enclosure, about six or eight hundred yards from the eminence behind the swamp, our army descended, with great rapidity, into the marshy ground, and charged the enemy, sword in hand.


The Prince, who remained on the eminence with the piquet of Fitzjames, out of reach of the musketry of the enemy, observed them employed in throwing down the walls of the enclosure to attack us in flank, and immediately sent repeated orders to Lord George Murray, whilst he was at the head of the first line, and ready to fall upon the enemy, to place some troops in the enclosure, and prevent the manoeuvre of the English, which could not fail to prove fatal to us. Lord George paid no attention to this order; and the English having finished throwing down the walls of the enclosure, entered with two regiments of cavalry, and four pieces of artillery, which they fired with grape-shot on our right wing. Their fire, from the circumstance of their being quite close to our right, was so terrible, that it literally swept away, at once, whole ranks. From the inequality of this marshy ground, our right and centre came first up with the enemy, our first line advancing a little obliquely; but, overpowered by a murderous fire in front and flank, our right could not maintain its ground, and was obliged to give way, whilst our centre had already broken the enemy’s first line, and attacked the second.


The left wing, where I was with Scothouse, was not twenty paces from the enemy, who gave their first fire at the moment the flight began to become general, which spread from the right to the left of our army with the rapidity of lightning. What a spectacle of horror! The same Highlanders, who had advanced to the charge like lions, with bold, determined countenances, were, in an instant, seen flying like trembling cowards, in the greatest disorder. It may be said of the attack of the Highlanders, that it bears great resemblance to that of the French; that is a flame, the violence of which is more to be dreaded than the duration. No troops, however excellent, are possessed of qualities which will render them constantly invincible. It was evident our destruction became inevitable, if the English got possession of the enclosure.


The Prince saw this from the eminence where he was posted, and sent his aide-de-camp six or seven times, ordering Lord George to take possession of it. He saw that his orders were not executed; but yet he never quitted his place on the eminence. This, however, was a critical moment, when he ought to have displayed the courage of a grenadier, by immediately advancing to put himself at the head of his army, and commanding himself those manoeuvres which he wished to be executed. He would never have experienced disobedience on the part of his subjects, who had exposed their lives and fortunes to establish him on the throne of his ancestors, and who would have shed for him the last drop of their blood.


There are occasions when a general ought to expose his person, and not remain beyond the reach of musketry; and surely there never was a more pressing occasion for disregarding a few shots than the one in question, as the gain or loss of the battle depended on it. In the desperate expedition on which he had entered, though it was proper that he should guard against danger, he ought to have done so in a manner which showed that life or death was equally indifferent to him, conducting himself with valour and prudence, according to circumstances.
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