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INTRODUCTION



For the vast majority of the British public in the nineteenth century, their understanding of the campaigns in which their soldiers were engaged was obtained from newspapers. Often such reports focused on what the editors considered to be the unique imperial qualities, such as selflessness, bravery and determination. Whilst the British may have been thrilled, excited and even revolted to read of such disastrous defeats as Isandlwana (1879) and Maiwand (1880), these reversals did not detract from the overall impression that their forces were engaged in a glorious civilising crusade to install peace and order throughout the world, whilst at the same time extending the Empire.


However, such newspaper coverage was to give, and leave with us even today, a misleading and unrealistic understanding of what it was like to serve in colonial campaigns. Many of the letters that appeared in both the national and provincial press were concerned with great engagements rather than the possibly more mundane aspects of campaigning, and the editors had a tendency to edit their length and content, being more interested in reproducing ‘graphic’ or ‘sensational’ accounts. Such editorial interventions devalued many of the original letters. In addition, some less scrupulous papers showed a limited concern for accuracy. An examination of letters home printed in British newspapers has already been undertaken by Frank Emery in his two works, The Red Soldier (1977) and Marching over Africa (1986), and more recently by Edward Spiers in his books The Victorian Soldier in Africa (2004) and The Scottish Soldier and Empire, 1854–1902 (2006). A simple repetition of this technique would, I believe, offer nothing new, yet an analysis of the original letters and diaries would hopefully provide an interesting and rewarding comparison.


It was not only newspaper editors that emphasised the nobility of colonial warfare. Writers also stressed that such wars were the test of the country’s virtue. Winston Churchill wrote in the introduction to his book, The Malakand Field Force, published in 1897, that he was to record a story which told of ‘the stubbornness of the British soldier, and the jaunty daring of his officers’, and of ‘occasions of devotion and self-sacrifice, of cool cynicism and stern resolve.’1 Juvenile literature, particularly from the late 1870s onwards, had prominent themes of foreign adventure and imperialism. George Henty was a prolific and widely read writer of schoolboy yarns which told of the daring exploits of imperial adventurers and campaigning soldiers. Similarly, Dr Gordon Stables wrote nearly one hundred tales, many of which centred on a young Scottish lad who would travel to far off lands to help expand the Empire. All Stables’ tales possessed an aggressive militarism centred round ‘muscular Christianity’. Such themes could also be found in the Boy’s Own Paper, which in 1879 could proudly claim a circulation of 200,000.2 Sir Henry Newbolt in his famous poem of 1897 ‘Vitai Lampada’ even compared the virtues needed to win on the sporting field to those that were required on campaign. Whilst it may have been true that pluck, selflessness and determination were required to fight a successful colonial war, readers of such works would have surely acquired an erroneous opinion of what it was like to serve in such campaigns.


The Victorian war artist also had a tendency to glorify or romanticise warfare, and throughout Victoria’s reign a number of artists attempted to capture and recreate specific events within colonial battles. One of the earliest, painted in 1858, was Frederick Goodall’s rather fanciful The Campbells are coming: Lucknow, September 1857, which depicted Jessie Brown, a corporal’s wife, hearing the sound of the bagpipes which told of the arrival of the relief force at Lucknow. The Scottish painter Robert Gibb frequently captured images of Scottish, particularly Highland, troops in battle and his first canvases portrayed scenes from the Crimean War. His somewhat sentimental Comrades (1878) depicts a dying Highlander lying in the Crimean snow who is supported in his last moments by a fellow Highlander, whilst The Thin Red Line (1881) dramatises the stand of the 93rd Highlanders against the rampaging Russian cavalry at the Battle of Balaclava (25 October 1854). Gibb was even able to use some of the veterans of the battle as models in the painting, although the positioning of the fallen enemy was perhaps over dramatised. Similarly, Lady Butler went to great lengths to achieve accuracy in her paintings, and was even able to pose many of the actual survivors of the Battle of Rorke’s Drift (22–23 January 1879) in her painting of that name. However, even here realism ended with the depiction of only the British troops, for the attacking Zulus were confined to the shadows of the painting.3 When Butler did truly capture the shock and realism of defeat, as in her painting Floreat Etona (1882), which illustrates an incident during the unsuccessful attack on Laing’s Nek on 28 January 1881, she was roundly criticised for producing an image of a debacle in which, unlike her earlier Balaclava (1876), there was no honour for British arms.4


Later artists such as Vereker Hamilton and Richard Caton Woodville were able to incorporate a degree of grittiness into their works. Woodville was to first gain recognition with his painting Maiwand: saving the guns (1882) which, despite illustrating a defeat, was able to capture the ‘spirit, or rather the fire and energy’5 of the British troops in adversity. Over the next twenty years Woodville produced numerous works with a colonial war theme, many of which did not always focus on British military success, such as ‘All that was left of them’, a typically dramatic painting of the last stand of the 17th Lancers at Modderfontein, South Africa in 1901. All of these artists, however, managed to depict the gallantry and honour of British troops.


In a similar fashion, the newspaper war artists, such as Melton Prior of the Illustrated London News and Charles Fripp and Frederic Villiers, both of The Graphic, produced images direct from the battlefront depicting the bravery and fortitude of British troops. Like many of the reports from the special correspondents attached to the advancing British columns, and even those letters from the soldiers involved, close proximity to the battlefield occasionally led to inaccuracies, as the artists, correspondents and soldiers were simply too closely involved to capture the overall picture of the action. For this very reason, Captain Alfred Hubbard, who was present at the Battle of Omdurman (2 September 1898), complained in a letter to his wife that the newspaper reports and illustrations were full of ‘gross mistakes and inaccuracies’.6 Another reason for inaccuracy was that sometimes the illustrator was not even on the battlefield; Melton Prior produced images of the Zulu War Battle of Gingindlovu (2 April 1879) from sketches made by serving officers.7


Inaccuracies could of course result when there was a desire on the part of the illustrator to magnify or glorify the role of British troops. Melton Prior – when covering the Ashanti campaign of 1873–4 – produced a fanciful image of the 42nd Highland Regiment advancing shoulder to shoulder and firing at the enemy during the Battle of Amoaful (31 January 1874), when the reality was that the men, as directed by their officers, advanced from tree to tree and fired prone on the ground to avoid the withering fire from the Ashantis.8 Similarly, the newspaper illustrators were sometimes guilty of over-emphasizing the role of a particular individual or regiment in a battle, much to the annoyance of others involved. For example, many newspaper images appeared of Piper Findlater, who although wounded in the advance to capture the Dargai Heights (20 October 1897) continued to play the pipes and encouraged his comrades on. These images, along with numerous paintings of the incident such as Vereker Hamilton’s Piper Findlater at Dargai (1898), helped to make the piper an imperial hero who was then able to enjoy a successful career as a music hall act.


Such media coverage naturally focused on the role of Highland troops during the battle, at the expense of the Gurkas and those men of the Dorset and Derbyshire regiments that had played such an important part, and was to cause some disquiet at the time. Likewise, the illustrators of the Illustrated London News and The Graphic had earlier dwelt upon the role of Highland troops at the Battle of Tel-el-Kebir (13 September 1882), with The Graphic even producing a coloured supplement entitled ‘The Highland Brigade at Tel-el-Kebir’.9 Not only did such coverage annoy the men of the other regiments present, but it presented an inaccurate account to the readers of such papers.


During the First World War (1914–1918) it was the poets who best captured the horrors and reality of the conflict. It was no coincidence that the likes of Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen were men who had served at the battlefront. In contrast, during the nineteenth century, the American poet Walt Whitman worked as a hospital orderly throughout the American Civil War (1861–65) and he warned that ‘real War’ would ‘never get in the books’ for he concluded that language itself was incapable of capturing war’s practicalities and its ‘minutiae of deeds and passions’.10 Whitman believed that those who had actually known war had already provided the glimpses, the details that mattered, and that no historian could ever capture that experience. Whitman in his Memoranda During the War may have produced the most atmospheric writing of the American Civil War, and for the British it was left to another poet, Rudyard Kipling, to capture best the soldier’s experience of colonial service.


Whilst living in Lahore, Kipling made a point of getting to know those British soldiers of all ranks who were stationed at the cantonments of Mian Mir, notably the men of the 5th Northumberland Fusiliers, from 1886 to 1888. The more Kipling witnessed the stoicism of the troops as they endured hardships, so his respect for them grew. In such poems as The Young British Soldier, Cholera Camp and The Widow’s Party, Kipling sang their praises and described their hardships more evocatively than any newspaper report. He was able to catch the vernacular of the soldier quite brilliantly and in his poem of 1887, The Three Musketeers, Kipling’s characters of the Irishman, the cockney and the dalesman from the West Riding of Yorkshire spoke in a language which was convincing and which made them seem very real and alive. However, not even Kipling could completely capture the minds and thoughts of those that served. Only the troops themselves could do this in their own words.


Historians have always been guilty of stressing the role of politicians or of commanders at the expense of those who fought, something that has begun to be redressed in recent years. As the nineteenth century rolled on, military needs took the soldier ever farther from home, and his fortitude largely passed unnoticed. In this book I aim to help to restore that balance, to give an understanding of what it was like to be engaged in a colonial campaign. I have tried to do this by recording the words of those soldiers from their letters home, from their diaries and in their reminiscences, so as to gain a glimpse of a history not told in official reports or regimental histories. The individual stories convey powerful images, and are not simply orders of battle or lifeless remnants, although their limitations as accurate historical documents are recognised and described, as they were by the men who wrote them. Even so, I hope they will leave a lasting impression of what it was like to serve in Victoria’s campaigns.
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CHAPTER ONE



VICTORIA’S SOLDIERS



During the nineteenth century, literacy, and therefore the ability to record one’s experiences, was to be found only in a minority of those in the ranks of the British Army. Only the Royal Engineers and a few specialist corps expected new recruits to know how to read and write. Most officers were well educated and had sufficient leisure time to write home on a regular basis, and the surviving correspondence reflects this. However, as the century progressed more letters survive from those in the ranks and this reflects ‘the increased access to education both in the community at large and within the British Army itself’.1 By 1856, schools operated in nearly every permanent detachment of troops, and Army regulations specified a minimum school attendance of four hours per week. However, the compulsion to attend such lessons was removed in 1861 and for the next ten years the effectiveness of the provision depended on the individual commanding officers.


It has been stated that 60% of the soldiers in the Crimean War (1854–56) line infantry regiments were illiterate.2 In 1860, Sergeant Gowing of the 7th Royal Fusiliers would regularly write letters home for his comrades. Troop Sergeant-Major Mole of the 14th Hussars was the only one in his barracks of fifteen troopers who could read and write. In return for his literary services, Mole had his comrades clean his kit for him.3 Soldiers with such skills even managed to get into print. Private Charles Wickens of the 9th Regiment wrote an Indian Mutiny Journal, in which he took exception to some of the reports seen in the British newspapers. Even the famous reporter William Russell of The Times did not escape Wickens’ criticism. Wickens can, however, be viewed very much as an exception.


In 1861 the government gave an indirect boost to the education of soldiers by setting literacy and arithmetic standards that were required for promotion. The Third Class Certificate was necessary for promotion to the rank of corporal. This required the candidate to read aloud and to write down a dictated passage, as well as to work examples in arithmetic and show a complete understanding of the use of money. The Second Class Certificate was necessary for promotion to sergeant and this entailed writing and dictation from a more difficult text, familiarity with all forms of regimental accounting and an understanding of fractions, interest and averages. The First Class Certificate was aimed at those wishing to rise from the ranks and obtain a commission and was a great deal more difficult. Whilst these Certificates did succeed in motivating men of ability to advance their education and career, they did little to resolve the high levels of illiteracy amongst the ranks.


To tackle this issue the Army introduced a new Fourth Class Certificate for all soldiers in 1871, as well as the compulsory attendance at classes of five hours per week for all new recruits. The Certificate was designed to reflect a level of reading and writing that an eight-year-old child was expected to achieve. At first the Army made meteoric claims as to the success of the new Certificate and in 1889 the director-general of military education claimed that 85% of the rankers possessed ‘a superior level of education’,4 which only meant that they had reached the very low standards of the Fourth Certificate. However, it soon became clear that even this claim was wildly optimistic, when it was reported that over 60% of the rank and file were either unwilling to even sit for the Certificate or unable to pass it.5 The lack of participation resulted in the demise of the Fourth Class Certificate, as well as the end of compulsory schooling. It was now expected that each regiment would make provision for voluntary schooling. At the same time, the standards required for promotion were raised, such that the possession of a Second Class Certificate was required for promotion to corporal and for promotion to sergeant the First Class was expected. Such a voluntary approach appeared to be successful with the number of rankers who passed the Third Class Certificate rising by over 30% from 1870–1896.


Illiteracy – defined as the inability to read or write one’s own name – diminished dramatically by the end of the century to virtually nothing. However, despite modest improvements, fewer than 40% of the rank and file had achieved more than the barest level of literacy and the ‘standard reached by the majority of those in the ranks was elementary at best’.6 Despite all the efforts of the Army, it was probably Forester’s Education Act of 1870 – which provided the guidelines for compulsory elementary education – that resulted in improvements in literacy in the Army and across the country.


Thus the aptitude for reading and writing amongst the rank and file of the Victorian Army was far from widespread. Yet, the reluctance or inability to pass the Fourth Class Certificate did not necessarily mean that soldiers were unable to correspond with their loved ones back home. The erratic spelling and grammar in many of the surviving correspondence did not stop letters being written and sent, and where such letters are quoted in the text I have resisted the temptation to correct errors and misspelt placenames, and have remained faithful to the original.


The practicalities of finding the time and the tools to write home whilst on active service were a severe limitation. George Milman of the Royal Artillery was forced to suspend his Crimean War diary on 30 December 1854 on account of ‘ink frozen, no means of writing. Have no pencil.’7 Milman resumed his diary on 16 January 1855, presumably when his ink had thawed. Soldiers begged, borrowed or stole in order to find materials with which to write. As Private George Morris of the 1st Battalion, 24th Regiment explained in a letter to his father from South Africa in March 1878, ‘For the last four months I have been unable to procure either stamp, pen, ink or paper … I am getting this paper and stamp from a Volunteer captain, or God knows when I shall be able to write.’8 If paper could be bought it was often expensive; 6d a sheet in Egypt in the 1880s was not uncommon. Troops pleaded in their letters home for more paper to be sent out to them, and some even resorted to writing on clothing or knapsacks.9 Finding the time to write home whilst on campaign was also sometimes difficult. In a letter to his brother, Private J. Davies, who served in the Duke of Edinburgh’s Own Volunteer Reserve during the Basuto War in South Africa in 1880, wrote that he was ‘filled with regret for not writing to you oftener, but there is much work here, one night picket another guard duty, the day, drill, clothes washing, cooking etc, etc.’10


Yet when soldiers did find the time, writing often became the main leisure pursuit. In his masterful work on the Boer War (1899–1902), Thomas Pakenham described how British troops would write at every opportunity and that letters ‘littered the veld at every camp site.’11 Similarly, Archibald Forbes, the special correspondent of the Daily News during the Zulu War (1879), recorded that letter-writing was the chief relaxation of the men in their encampments.12


Brigadier-General F.P. Cozier had been a corporal in Thorneycroft’s Mounted Infantry and fought at the Battle of Spion Kop (24–25 January 1900). He was one of those rare individuals who rose from the ranks to a senior position in the officer corps and as such he could claim to have a real understanding of what motivated the British soldier. In his memoirs of 1930 he wrote




No officer can possibly realise the lack of interest which the private soldier displays in the ‘big ideas’ of a commander unless he has been a private himself. The cleaning of arms, ammunition and equipment, the care of horses, the drudgery of fatigues and working parties confront him and he does them. The variation of his diet interests him at the time, and a dry bed (or a soft one, if he can get it) appeals to him much; beyond that nothing matters. He marches, counter-marches, deploys, goes into action, comes out of it and then does the hundred and one things which soldiers do collectively without question. It is the only way; if it were otherwise, battles could never be fought or wars waged.13





An examination of soldiers’ letters supports Cozier’s assertion, for they do indeed reflect the everyday obsession with diet and comfort; but the letters also demonstrate the importance soldiers placed upon letters from home. Writing to his brother from the Zulu campaign of 1879, William Fitzwilliam Elliot wrote




very many thanks for writing so often, it is a great event in this camp when the English Post arrives and a great disappointment to those who get no letters. Newspapers also are much wanted, if I stay here I shall ask you to send me the Pall Mall Gazette or Public Opinion.14





Lieutenant H. Pope-Hennessy, who served in the 1890 campaign in Somaliland, described the receipt of two copies of The Spectator magazine from his family as being ‘as refreshing as a cool spring in a desert!’15 Likewise, Lance-Corporal William Eaton, who served with the 14th Regiment in Afghanistan in 1880, wrote to his brother and sister to express his gratitude for their frequent letters.




I got your letter yesterday but I got the paper 4 days since and was thankful for it for I am very lonesome when I have nothing to read. I hope you will send me another and a song paper and when I come home I will not forget you.16





Private Milton’s diary entry for 19 June 1900 suggests the importance of letters from home. It simply reads ‘Glorious news. Mail arrives several letters.’17 Writing later in the 1880, Eaton was clearly very homesick.




I hope you will send me a paper regular and a book now and then. I would be glad if you would send me a Yorkshire Post now and then with plenty of cricket matches in it. It reminds me of home to read about all the old clubs.18





When letters were not forthcoming from home or were delayed for whatever reason, the sense of frustration and disappointment is clear. Writing to his sister from India in 1843, Private Samuel Clunie writes that




it is now four months since I received a letter from you. I have been anxiously watching every mail expecting to receive a letter but I am always disappointed. I have not received a letter from Andrew [presumably his brother] since I was at Ferozeepore, tell him that if he does not send me a letter by the next mail I shall begin to talk very serious to him.19





Ensign C. Bourne, writing to his mother from Hong Kong in 1845, illustrated that the weather played an important part in the receipt of mail from home:




Here we are still in Status Quo; no news, nothing going on and terribly dull – we have been expecting the May and June Mail for the last week and as it has been very stormy weather of late are beginning to get rather anxious about them.20





It was not until the 1880s that the Army fully realised the importance of both letters sent from home and correspondence written by the troops to their loved ones. On their journey to Egypt in 1882, the men of the 1st Battalion of the Black Watch were delighted to find over a thousand letters waiting for them when their troopship called at Gibraltar. The Army first utilised the services of the newly established Army Post Office Corps, which was composed of volunteers from the 24th Middlesex (Post Office) Rifle Volunteers and six post offices, during the 1882 Egyptian campaign. Two of these offices accompanied the 1st and 2nd Divisions on the line of march, thus speeding the despatch and receipt of mail.21


Most soldiers realised that one crucial need was to write to reassure loved ones. Arnold William, who served in the Royal Artillery during the Crimean War, wrote to his mother to put her mind at ease:




I have to undergo hardships but not half so hard as you think – I have always had plenty to eat and drink and better coffee than ever I had in England. We are only short of grog, but the infantry fared different to us. I am quite well at present never fatter in my life you would not know me and I only hope that I may continue so.22





In battle, the Victorian soldier obeyed orders; he faced the enemy, loaded, fired, reloaded, and fired until ordered to do otherwise. His view was soon obscured by black powder smoke and he often had little idea whether his firing was having the desired result. For example, at the Battle of Bida (1897) in Nigeria, the officer in command of a Maxim gun stated that he could not even see his target, due to the smoke created by the weapon.23 Thus many authors of letters, particularly when writing about combat, were well aware of their own limitations as chroniclers of events. This is clearly seen in a letter Captain Alfred Edward Hubbard of the Lincolnshire Regiment wrote to his wife, describing the Battle of Omdurman (2 September 1898).




This battle, is, I shd. imagine one of the most difficult to write an account of – partly because of the numbers engaged on both sides, & partly because of the nature of the ground, wh. made it impossible to see what was going on except in your own immediate front – I propose merely to say what I saw myself – so that my account will deal entirely of the part taken by my own regiment, & the 1st British brigade.24





Likewise, Captain John Charles Ramsden, Royal Artillery, wrote in his diary, of service in both the Crimea and the Indian Mutiny, that ‘I can now only describe my own actions, being too much engaged to have observed others – a diary must be egotistical.’25 Captain Henry Marriot Paget of the Royal Engineers, who was present at the Battle of Tamaai (13 May 1884) attempted to write a description of the action to his wife. He too was aware that his descriptive powers could not do full justice to what he had experienced and thus he resorted to sending home a sketch of the battle. Even so, in trying to describe the combat, Paget admitted that the sketch ‘gives a faint idea. You must have the fearful dim and dust and smoke and the smell of blood and powder and the ghastly wounds to make the thing complete.’26


There was, no doubt, an element of self-censorship in letters home; we cannot know how many soldiers refrained from writing of their experiences of conflict so as not to upset their loved ones, but the number of surviving letters in which combat was vividly described suggests that the Victorian soldier was not particularly reluctant to write of such incidents. Certainly swear words were avoided in print and there is very little mention of sexual liaisons, indeed the only such mention that I have found was in a letter from an officer serving in Egypt to a colleague in England. Also, it can be imagined that, if a soldier required the assistance of a literate comrade to write his letter home, then he would have been somewhat reluctant to fully express his feelings and experiences.


Although censorship was never officially imposed upon letters home, in extreme circumstances action was taken. Lance-Corporal Eaton recorded whilst serving in Afghanistan in 1880, ‘A private of the 25th [sentenced to] 15 lashes last week for sending word home how we were treated, sometimes letters are opened.’27 Many soldiers, particularly officers, were well aware that if any adverse comments that they had written home were to appear in the British newspapers, then their careers were very likely to be jeopardised. Lieutenant Percy Marling, who served with the Mounted Infantry during the attempted rescue of Gordon from Khartoum and who fought at the Battle of Abu Klea (17 January 1885), wrote home to his parents and described the terrible conditions the troops had to endure. However, he finished his letter with the instruction, ‘Please keep this letter, but whatever you do, do not send it to the papers.’28


Newspaper editors, particularly those in the provincial press, were more than happy to receive letters either directly from soldiers serving on campaign, or second-hand from their friends or relatives, especially if the soldiers were engaged in one of the then conflict hotspots of Zululand or Afghanistan.


This could cause some controversy if the letter reported a failing in the Army’s logistical planning or atrocities carried out by British troops. For example, Private Snook, who served in the 13th Light Infantry throughout the Zulu War of 1879, wrote to his uncle in Tiverton and described the apparent slaughter of wounded Zulus after the Battle of Kambula (30 March 1879). Snook’s uncle decided to send the letter to his local newspaper, the North Devon Herald, whose editor printed the letter in full. The report was brought to the attention of the Aborigine Protection Society and, through their lobbying and that of Mr O’Donnell MP in the House of Commons, the Army were forced to hold a full enquiry into the claims.29


For many Victorians who did not have husbands or sons serving in the Army, such printed letters from soldiers were the only way for them to gain any appreciation of the hardship and the nature of the campaign. It was rare, but not unknown, for candid letters to appear in newspapers. For example, on 4 April 1879 the Daily Western Times of Exeter published a letter from an Ashburton man who was serving in Zululand, which described in graphic detail the British dead found on the battlefield of Isandlwana (22 January 1879).30 Yet the majority were printed simply to give some local connection to the events in far distant countries. Editors clearly felt that their readers would be far more interested to read of the exploits of a local man, rather than national news stories. Again, during the Zulu War, the editor of the Dawlish Times, William Cornelius, printed letters sent to the local vicar by his son who was serving in South Africa, at the expense of wider coverage of the war.31


Both London and provincial newspapers were more than happy to print letters from soldiers, and many papers went even further and actively employed serving officers. Throughout the Zulu conflict, the Western Morning News of Plymouth regularly printed ‘Our Natal Letter’, which reported on events from South Africa and appears to have been written by an officer on the British staff.32 Similarly, Henry Brackenbury, who served on Wolseley’s staff during the Ashanti Expedition (1873–74), produced copy on the campaign for the London based Daily News, and he would eventually write the official history of the war.33


Such writings can be viewed in the same context as those written by the numerous ‘special correspondents’ who were employed by London newspapers to report upon Victoria’s campaigns. It was normally the case for both serving officers and the newspapermen to focus on the bravery of British troops and their ability to overcome any obstacle. However, if logistical failings were bad enough, the correspondents did not hesitate to make their readers, and thus the British government, aware of them, as for example in the Crimea. Both serving officers and the ‘specials’ rarely reported total reality; small successes were heaped with praise, while insignificant reverses could be viewed as great disasters. Thus, with such attitudes to reporting in mind, Archibald Forbes’ copy for the Daily News on the aftermath of the Battle of Isandlwana can be viewed as striking.




In all the seven campaigns I have been in … I have not witnessed a scene more horrible. I have seen the dead and dying on a battlefield by hundreds and thousands; but to come suddenly on the spot where the slaughtered battalion of the 24th Regiment and others were lying at Isandlwana, was far more appalling. Here I saw not the bodies, but the skeletons, of men whom I had known in life and health, some of whom I had known well, mixed up with the skeletons of oxen and horses, and with wagons thrown on their side, all in the greatest confusion, showing how furious had been the onslaught of the enemy. Scattered over the field of carnage were letters from wives or parents at home to their husbands or sons in the field, & portraits of babies and children sent by mothers to loving fathers – one was signed ‘dear darling Dadda.’ I could not help the tears coming into my eyes.34





Such a poignant newspaper report was unusual. Editors generally assumed that their readers did not want to read of defeat, disaster or hardship, but of bravery, fortitude and success. Thus the reading public, particularly those who had no relative serving in the forces, were given a false impression of the realities of colonial campaigning.


So who were these Victorian ‘Soldiers of the Queen’ who journeyed to distant lands to fight for Queen and Country? Well just as the soldier became gradually more literate as the century progressed, so the composition of the Army altered throughout the Victorian period, as did its size. When Victoria came to the throne in 1837, the British Army was roughly 100,000 strong and was principally composed of infantry line regiments, three Guards regiments, the cavalry, artillery and engineers. More than half this number were to be found overseas, where the troops garrisoned various parts of the expanding Empire. By 1840, of the hundred infantry battalions in the Army, only twenty were to be found in Britain, as the rest were stationed in the colonies. So stretched were the battalions that Victoria’s first government, headed by Lord Melbourne, was forced to propose an increase in the Army’s strength to 120,000 when it introduced the Army Estimates in 1840. By 1859, with the threat of war with France a possibility and forces still mopping up opposition in India, the Army’s strength had risen to 237,000, with 130 infantry battalions, of which 50 were to be found in India, 37 in other colonies such as South Africa, and 44 at home.35


By 1890, the Army had reached a size of 201,848 non-commissioned officers and men, with an addition of 54,136 men in the 1st Class Army Reserve. The combined figures represented 1.4% of the total male population under arms, and this percentage was never to exceed 1.6% throughout Victoria’s reign.36 The scale of commitment the Empire imposed upon Britain’s Victorian Army meant that any infantry ranker could expect several years of his service to be overseas, either on garrison duty or on active campaign.


In 1830 more than half of the rankers derived from the ‘Celtic Fringe’ (42.2% Irish, 13.5% Scottish), but by the end of the century this demographic imbalance had been eliminated. In 1890 only 14.2% of the men in the army were Irish, just slightly above their 12.5% representation in the UK as a whole; Scots made up 8% of the army compared with 10.5% of the entire population.37 The reasons for this change in the composition of the army are many and varied. Irish enlistment declined significantly after the Irish Potato Famine of 1846, both because of the mortality the famine inflicted on the population, and also due to the large scale emigration from Ireland, primarily to the United States. Over 5,500,000 Irish emigrated to America between 1846 and 1911, including many young men who would have otherwise enlisted in the British Army. In contrast, Scotland never provided as many soldiers as Ireland and her proportion of the total fell steadily throughout Victoria’s reign. By 1879, 7.7% of the Army came from Scotland, despite the Scots comprising 15.4% of the total British population.38


By the 1870s the pattern of recruitment from Scotland had undergone considerable change. In 1878, of the nineteen nominally Scottish regiments, only the 42nd, 79th and 92nd Highlanders were able to claim that over 60% of their officers and men were recruited from Scotland. Five other Scottish regiments, the 1st, 25th, 73rd, 75th and 99th, recruited less than 15% of its non-commissioned officers and ranks from Scotland. H.J. Hanham has argued that emigration to America – particularly from the eastern and northern Highlands – and competition from better paid industrial employment, led to recruitment difficulties in Scotland.39 Although the strong traditions and illustrated histories of the Highland regiments guaranteed that the bagpipe playing, kilt-wearing Highland soldier remained very much a battlefield reality from the Alma (20 September 1854) to Dargai Heights (20 October 1897), many artists such as Robert Gibb and war correspondents like Bennett Burleigh ensured that their battlefield achievements would reach almost mythical status.


The shortfall in recruitment from Ireland and Scotland was partly met by a corresponding increase in the number of rankers recruited from urban England. Whilst both officers and non-commissioned officers claimed that the rural recruits were to be praised for their strength and health as compared to those found in city slums, and that they were more malleable and obedient than their urban counterparts, the century witnessed a slump in the number of rural recruits. This no doubt reflected the rapid urbanisation of Britain throughout the nineteenth century, which saw tens of thousands of rural workers leave the land to find work in industrial cities. By 1860 former rural workers comprised 15.5% of the total army strength of 202,508 men, whereas industrial workers, by definition from urban areas, made up 37.6% of the total.40 In his attempts to localise recruitment, the Secretary of State for War, Edward Cardwell, no doubt hoped to attract more of the rural population to the colours, yet the Army was trying to focus on a depleting resource and by the 1870s was forced to concentrate its recruitment drives in urban areas.


To meet the needs of expanding commitments, with a corresponding fall in recruitment from rural areas, Ireland and Scotland, the Army was forced to turn to the industrial towns of the Midlands and the North, as well as London. Throughout the century recruitment failed to meet the demands placed upon the Army, and it was repeatedly forced to lower its physical standards in an attempt to reach its recruitment targets. The height restrictions for infantry recruits was altered sixteen times between 1820 and 1859 and after 1861, when it reached 5 feet 8 inches, it declined steadily until 1900, when it was a mere 5 feet 3 inches.41 Until 1871, the minimum age for enlistment was seventeen, rising to eighteen in that year, and the maximum 25, but as recruitment shortages continued the War Office resorted to ‘special enlistments’. By this measure boys were enlisted who were considered likely to make efficient soldiers, despite the fact that they had failed to meet the minimum age or height. By the 1890s, over 30% of recruits were classified as ‘special enlistments’, in that they were either underage or underdeveloped teenagers.42 By 1898 the percentage of the Regular Army who were under eighteen years of age had risen to nearly 50%, from 34% in 1861, and the percentage 5 feet 5 inches or less had risen to 35% from 21% in 1861. At the other end of the scale, the percentage of soldiers over twenty years of age had decreased from nearly 40% in 1861 to under 20% in 1898, and the percentage over 5 feet 6 inches had fallen from nearly 80% in 1861 to 65% in 1898.43 Thus there was a significant increase in the proportion of younger, lighter and smaller recruits towards the end of Victoria’s reign.


Although the size and composition of the army altered throughout the nineteenth century, the reasons for a man to enlist changed little. The most frequently quoted reason for a man to join up was commonly believed to be economic necessity. In 1865 Brigadier-General George Campbell, a commander at Aldershot, stated that ‘men who have no option left them go into the army’.44 However, although numerous Royal Commissions on the recruitment issue voiced the belief that the number of new recruits swelled when unemployment was high and fell in times of economic prosperity, there is no direct statistical evidence to support these assumptions, only conjecture and the words of rankers who testified at recruitment Commissions. The Army did require that every new recruit state his last employment before he signed up, yet it did not enquire whether the new soldier was employed at that time. From the information that was recorded, it is clear that the vast majority of recruits classed themselves as labourers. In 1862, of the total number of recruits in that year, 52.8% considered that they had been labourers before enlistment, and this rose to 65.7% in 1898.45 A more detailed breakdown of the occupation before enlistment of men serving with the British Army in 1860 showed that, as we have already discussed, the highest percentage, 37.6%, thought of themselves as ‘industrial workers’, with 15.5% as ‘rural workers.’ Other significant occupations included ‘semiskilled tradesmen’ at 14.8% and ‘domestic workers’ at 6.3%.46 This confirms that the Army drew the majority of its recruits from the ranks of the labouring and semiskilled workforce, precisely those groups which would have been most susceptible to periods of economic downturn and unemployment.


Those rankers who gave evidence at the various Recruitment Commissions that were convened throughout the nineteenth century gave anecdotal evidence as to the reasons behind their enlistment which seems to confirm that economic necessity was a strong reason to join up. Sergeant Taffs, who served in a number of campaigns from the Crimea onwards, claimed in his memoirs that it was clear unemployment was the main driving force behind recruitment. ‘I found myself by force of circumstances, starving in the streets of London, and determined to tramp to Chatham and enlist as a soldier.’47 Robert Blatchford claimed that his penniless and unemployed state forced him towards the recruiting sergeant in 1871.48 Sergeant Robert Edmondson claimed that by the end of the nineteenth century up to 80% of the British Army was drawn from the unemployed and he stated that ‘empty pockets and hungry stomachs are the most eloquent and persuasive of recruiting sergeants’.49


While it is evident that unemployment did force many unskilled men into the Army, this is not the complete picture of recruitment. Throughout the Victorian period the Army continually struggled to meet its manpower requirement despite high levels of unemployment. Between 1859 and 1888 the largest number of recruits in any one year was just under 40,000 men, yet during this period there were never fewer than 745,000 paupers in any particular year.50 Although it is true that many men in this figure would have been too old or unfit for army service, it is also true that there existed a vast number of men that the Army simply failed to attract. Despite the harsh situations that many of these paupers must have experienced, their hardship could still not force them to join, for the poor pay, the low esteem in which the Army was held by society and the conditions of service were enough to deter many.


Some recruits used the Army as a place of refuge to escape from domestic circumstances. Once in the ranks, the soldier could not be arrested for leaving his wife and children at the mercy of the parish, or for debts under £20. Others escaped the boredom of menial occupations or the sameness of their civilian lives. Many joined up simply on a whim, or for the opportunity to travel, and even for the glamour that the newspaper writers told them that they could expect on colonial service. There was also a large number of men who enlisted to be with family or friends in the ranks, or who had relatives that had previously served. Boy soldiers who had been schooled at the Royal Military Asylum and the Royal Hibernian Military School would have been more willing recruits. The reasons for enlistment were many and varied and, whether the new recruit was indeed unemployed on signing up, it can be said that the majority of those in the ranks of the Victorian Army came from a background of manual labouring and, as a result, they would not have been natural letter writers, as the known literacy rates seem to confirm. That so many letters written by Victorian soldiers survive is remarkable.


The reforms introduced by the Gladstone government of 1868–74, and in particular the work of Edward Cardwell, the Secretary for War, had the most far-reaching impact on the composition of the Victorian army. In his reforms, Cardwell established the ‘linked battalion’ system. This reform rearranged regiments according to geographical districts, so that volunteers would serve in units in which the same dialect was spoken. British regiments developed a peculiar family atmosphere, which offered support to all, so that a man posted from one battalion to another found himself in an equally familiar background. Lord Wolseley, commander-in-chief of the British Army from 1895, wrote that to the rank and file ‘the Regiment is mother and sister and mistress … That its fame may live and flourish he is prepared to risk all and die without a murmur. To the soldier, the Regiment is his country.’51 This particular love of regiment, and the comrades who served alongside, was to carrying the British Army through many hardships and conflicts in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


Furthermore, Cardwell introduced a system of short-term enlistments, designed to provide Britain with an army of young professional soldiers who would serve for a limited number of years and then return to civilian life, settle down to a trade and spend additional time in the reserves. Although these changes can be overplayed, and due consideration must be given to social changes in society such as urbanisation, which had an impact upon recruitment, there is no doubt that the onetime army of Irish or Scots and elderly worn-out men evolved out of all recognition, although improvements in education were somewhat slow to be realised. The average British soldier came to be a tough volunteer serving on a short-term contract, supported by a regular army reserve, youthful, well trained, and capable of being instantly called to the colours. This was important as the Army was designed primarily for ‘imperial policing’ – for fighting small wars and minor campaigns on the frontiers of the ever-expanding Empire.
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