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Introduction


I WAS TOLD RECENTLY by a very reputable publisher that English Civil War projects are increasingly difficult to sell and that there is not considered to be a large enough market for them. There are certainly a host of books available on the subject, but upon investigating, I find the same subjects and the same points of view expounded time and again. I suspect also that the same markets have been targeted time and again, leading to a saturation point being achieved.


This book is aimed at finding, and being of some interest to, a different market – perhaps the title might intrigue the Scottish reader (among many others, I hope), for whom, to date, the English Civil War has played no part in their educational curriculum, no part in their national psyche, and no part in their consciousness, with the possible exception of the 1970 film Cromwell, memories of which boil over with historical inaccuracies and Alec Guinness’s toe-curling portrayal of Charles I; or perhaps the BBC’s saccharine ’80’s television series By the Sword Divided.


The purpose of this history of the Scots in England from January 1644 is to argue the case that the English Civil War was won by the decisive campaigns in the north of England, that the entry into the war and participation of the Scottish Army of the Covenant was such a decisive factor within those campaigns that it can be likened to the Americans entering the two world wars, perhaps only after the conflict had started, but bringing with them an overwhelming force and standard of troops that they tipped the balance of conflict so there could only be one conclusion, at the same time bringing the war to an end far sooner than would otherwise have been the case.


The English Civil War divides into three components – the first, from 1642 to 1646, when Charles I came over to the Scots at their camp outside Newark; the second, from 1648 to 1649, comprising a series of uprisings in England and Scotland, the English rebellion being put down after a series of skirmishes and the Scottish invasion being crushed at the Battle of Preston, after which further uprising Charles was put on trial and executed; and the third, from 1649 to 1651, brought to a close at the Battle of Worcester in September of that year.


This volume focuses primarily on the first of these periods, following the Army of the Covenant as a whole and one regiment in particular – Colonel Hugh Fraser’s Regiment of Dragoons; the only dragoon regiment out of twenty-one regiments which made up Lord Leven’s Scottish Army, and a unit which appears time and again at key points throughout the history of the Scots’ campaign.


It also takes the occasional glimpse at the better-documented actions of the Marquis of Montrose on behalf of his royal master against Scots Government troops at home. These successes led to a cavalry strike force, including Fraser’s, returning from England to deal a crushing blow to the Marquis at Philiphaugh, ending the unbroken succession of victories which inspired such fear in his foes. The account touches briefly upon the later dissolution of the Scottish regiments, including Fraser’s, the shift in the north towards the Royalist cause which erupted into the second civil war, and the death of Hugh Fraser in somewhat ambiguous circumstances prior to the fate of the Scots’ and Royalists’ causes being sealed in the third civil war at the battles of Dunbar and Worcester.


The Scots’ campaigns were dominated by foul-weather marches, protracted sieges, illness, malnutrition and an ongoing battle for arrears of pay, subsistence, food and quarters. While Scots units were, compared to their English counterparts, very well equipped, had excellent training and battle experience, were politically highly motivated and acquitted themselves well in the main, there is little or no ‘glory of war’. Punishment for infringement of military discipline was of necessity brutal, and death was just as likely to come in the form of malnutrition or disease as it was to be found marching under the colours of the enemy.


Finally, when reading about a war which spanned so many years, it is all too easy to lose sight of the human element – the death, the wounds inflicted on individuals which were very likely to become infected and turn septic, the effect on morale of years of fighting, and of the frequent breakdowns of pay and provisions which would lead to a rapid deterioration in relations between occupying forces and the locals on whom the unwelcome quartering of such armies was imposed. So while looking at military actions spanning a vast geographical area and many years, there is an attempt to keep a focus on the individual participants on both sides of a war which ripped Britain apart for years. I hope that in reading this you discover a new take on a period of our history that is a complex tangle of subtle differences in stance between the various factions, their further shifts in political and ideological position as the conflict progressed, and the huge gulf in the social, religious and cultural laws and mores which dictated life 400 years ago, when compared to the present day – this last reinforcing my belief that history is both another time, and another place.





Alisdair McRae DA




Prologue: The Background to


War in Britain – War in Europe


The Root Causes of Conflict in Europe


WE MUST FIRST GO back fifty years or so before the beginning of the seventeenth century to understand the causes of the Thirty Years’ War in Europe and the subsequent political and military context of the conflict in Britain.


Religious tensions were strong in Europe from the second half of the sixteenth century while the rulers of the Holy Roman Empire1 and Spain sought to restore the power of Catholicism.


In the Cologne War (1583–88), Spanish troops had expelled the prince-archbishop of that city who had converted to Calvinism, and replaced him with Ernst of Bavaria, a Roman Catholic. This had forced Lutheran residents to choose between conversion and exile.


By 1600, two camps had emerged in Europe; France and the United Provinces on one side, and Spain and The House of Habsburg on the other. Phillip III of Spain had sought to continue the foreign policy of his father, Phillip II, by keeping Spain on a war footing after the revolt of the Spanish Netherlands – when the Dutch had rebelled against Spanish domination, waged a protracted war of independence, eventually ended by truce in 1609 – the southern provinces of the Spanish Netherlands (the ‘Obedient Provinces’) having remained loyal to Spain, arranging the truce with the United Provinces (today’s Holland). No one however believed Spain would give up this valuable region that included Amsterdam and its lucrative merchant industry.


After her success against the Spanish, the United Provinces had built up a powerful navy and established itself as a powerful commercial and colonial power. The most obvious and vulnerable overseas colonies for it to focus on however belonged to Spain, a fact Phillip III and his advisors were all too aware of. As early as 1618 Madrid had decided to renew the war against the United Provinces to eliminate this threat and re-occupy the region, gaining access to the large sums of money being made in the state.


However, the defeat of the 1588 Spanish Armada had shattered Spain’s morale and any fleet she was to attempt to send through the channel to the United Provinces would never be tolerated by England while anti-Catholic feeling was still so widespread after the 1605 Gunpowder Plot. Any military venture by the Spanish therefore would have to be carried out overland.


The only option was what the Spanish called the ‘Spanish Road’. This ran along the French border to Luxembourg and the Obedient Provinces. While the Catholic north Italian states would not feel threatened by the Spanish taking this passage; and similarly south German states, also Catholic, would not be alarmed by the movement of Spanish troops, France did fear movement along her border by Spanish troops due to a centuries-old rivalry between France and Spain. Despite both nations being Catholic, for years France had been apprehensive of Habsburg encirclement. With Spain on her southern border and the Spanish Netherlands on her north-east border, France had actively helped the rebels during the revolt despite religious differences. With the success of the Dutch rebels, France would not tolerate any attempt by the Spanish to re-assert her authority in the area.


France was also eager to exert its power against the weaker German states; this dynastic concern overtook religious ones and would lead to Catholic France’s participation on the otherwise Protestant side of the war.


Spain too was interested in the German states because the Spanish Netherlands sat on their western border.


Sweden and Denmark, Lutheran kingdoms, looked to help the Protestant cause in the Empire, and also sought political and economic influence in the north German states bordering the Baltic.


Religious tensions broke into violence in the German free city of Donauwörth in 1606 when the Lutheran majority barred Catholic residents from holding a procession, provoking a riot. This prompted foreign intervention by the Catholic Duke Maximilian of Bavaria. After the violence ended, Calvinists in Germany (who remained a minority) felt the most threatened. They banded together to form the League of Evangelical Union in 1608, under the leadership of the Palatine elector Frederick IV (whose son, Frederick V, married Elizabeth Stuart, daughter of James I of England). The establishment of this League prompted the Catholics to form the Catholic League in 1609, under the leadership of Duke Maximilian.


By 1617 it was clear that Matthias, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Bohemia, was going to die without heir, with his lands going to his cousin Archduke Ferdinand II of Austria, heir-apparent and Crown Prince of Bohemia.


Ferdinand, educated by Jesuits, was a staunch Catholic who wanted to impose religious uniformity on his lands. This made him highly unpopular in Protestant Bohemia. The added insult of the nobility’s rejection of Ferdinand triggered the Thirty Years’ War in 1618 when his representatives were thrown out of a window into a pile of horse manure. This act of defiance became known as the Defenestration of Prague – (Defenestration meaning the act of being tossed out of a window). Bohemia was in open revolt, and had foreign Allies. Ferdinand II of Austria, a staunch supporter of the German Catholic League, a ruler of vast Habsburg monarchy demesnes, and soon to be elected Holy Roman Emperor, was quite upset by this calculated insult, but his intolerant policies in his own lands had left him in a weak position. Had the Bohemian rebellion remained a local conflict, the war could have been over within a couple of years. However, the death of Emperor Matthias emboldened the rebellious Protestant leaders, who had been on the verge of a settlement. The weaknesses of both Ferdinand (now officially on the throne after the death of Emperor Matthias) and of the Bohemians themselves led to the spread of war into western Germany. Ferdinand was forced to call on his nephew, Philip of Spain, for assistance.


The Bohemians, desperate for allies against the emperor, applied to be admitted into the Protestant Union, which was led by their original candidate for the Bohemian throne, the Calvinist Frederick V, Elector Palatine. The Bohemians hinted that Frederick would become King of Bohemia if he allowed them to join the union and come under its protection. However, similar offers had been made by other members of the Bohemian Estates to the Duke of Savoy, the Elector of Saxony, and the Prince of Transylvania. The Austrians, who seemed to have intercepted every letter leaving Prague, made these duplicities public. This unravelled much of the support for the Bohemians; however, they were soon joined in their revolt by much of Upper Austria, whose nobility was then chiefly Lutheran and Calvinist. Lower Austria then revolted and in 1619, Count Thurn led an army to the walls of Vienna itself. In the east, the Protestant Prince of Transylvania led a spirited campaign into Hungary with the support of the Ottoman Sultan. The emperor, who had been preoccupied with the Uzkok War, hurried to reform an army to stop the Bohemians and their Allies from entirely overwhelming his country.2


In 1621, the Dutch-Spanish conflict restarted. As was common at the time, those states that could afford to use mercenaries did. The Dutch could afford to do so. To ensure that the focus of the Habsburgs was split, the Dutch encouraged the growing problems in Bohemia. The United Provinces became a focal point of all anti-Habsburg feeling and Spain could not avoid getting involved in a conflict which involved them moving more troops along the sensitive ‘Spanish Road’, which in turn further antagonised the French, who gave more and more help to the Dutch. The result was a war that would tear Europe apart. Principally fought in Germany, the conflict gradually developed into a general, political and religious war involving most European powers. The major impact of the conflict, fought mostly by mercenary armies, was the extensive destruction of entire regions, denuded by foraging armies. Famine and disease slashed the populations of the German states, the Low Countries and Italy, while bankrupting most of the combatant powers. So great was the devastation that the reduction of population in the German states has been estimated at between 15 per cent and 30 per cent. In Brandenburg, losses amounted to half, while in some areas an estimated two-thirds of the population died. The male population of the German states was reduced by almost half. The population of Czech lands declined by a third due to war, disease, famine and the expulsion of Protestant Czechs. The Swedish armies alone destroyed 2,000 castles, 18,000 villages and 1,500 towns in Germany – one-third of all German towns.


By the end of the 1620s Habsburg power seemed more threatening than ever. Spain now wielded great influence in German affairs; and in the war with the Dutch, she was making some headway. The Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II seemed about to give the German world effective leadership and central control, something it had lacked for centuries. France, the traditional counterbalance to Habsburg power, was still weakened by the rivalries of noble factions and the autonomy enjoyed by the Huguenots, the French Protestants. Militarily she was still hardly a match for Spain, while England, militarily a third-rate state, had squandered her limited resources during the 1620s in brief and completely ineffective hostilities with both Spain and France.


This situation was dramatically changed by the landing of Swedish forces in north Germany in 1630. In 1629 a truce with Poland ended a long and largely unsuccessful war which Gustavus Adolphus, the warlike King of Sweden, had been waging in Livonia since 1621. This allowed him, backed by French money, to give free reign to the alarm which the growth of Habsburg and Catholic power in north Germany had now aroused in Stockholm. In 1631, at Breitenfeld, near Leipzig, he inflicted one of the most decisive military defeats in European history on the army of the Catholic League.


When in 1635 France at last declared war on Spain, the way was opened for an eventually successful assault on the position of both the Austrian and the Spanish branches of the family. This took time to develop: Spain, in spite of growing economic exhaustion, was still a great power capable of remarkable military and financial efforts. It took a treaty in 1659 to end almost a quarter of a century of Franco-Spanish struggle. The failure of the Austrian branch of the dynasty came quicker. Ferdinand III, who succeeded his father as emperor in 1637, soon found himself deserted by his German allies, while the Swedes now held a dominant position in much of north and central Germany. When in 1648 a series of agreements – which made up the Peace of Westphalia – at last brought peace to an exhausted central Europe, Swedish forces had briefly held Prague and were threatening Vienna itself.


A growth in the size and cost of armed forces already discernible during the sixteenth century continued during the first half of the seventeenth. While the French Army during the 1620s cost on average about 16 million livres tournois a year, after 1635, with the declaration of war against Spain, this figure rose sharply to over 33 million. After 1640 it climbed to over 38 million: in two decades it had more than doubled. In Spain, already much the greatest military power in Europe during the 1620s, the change was less marked. Nevertheless the plans for an attack on France in 1635 involved coordinated action by two fleets and four armies. It demanded field forces totalling 100,000 men and has been described as the most ambitious military conception of early modern Europe. The example of increasing military numbers which most impressed contemporaries was probably the startling growth in the forces controlled by Albrecht von Wallenstein, the Bohemian nobleman who in the 1620s became the supreme example of the military entrepreneur. From 62,000 in 1625 they had risen to 150,000 at their peak only five years later. Both in its size and still more in its control by a man who was, for all his power and wealth, still a private individual, this great army was something new in the history of Europe.


By March 1632, Gustavus Adolphus, then at the height of his success, had under his command 120,000 men (of whom only 13,000 were Swedes). In England, a highly unmilitary country, the transformation which came in the 1640s with the Civil War was perhaps more striking than any continental development. Before the war there were fewer than 1,000 men in the military service of Charles I, including those employed in the Ordnance Office and the Tower of London. Even if English subjects fighting on the continent in foreign armies, and the strengthened army in Ireland (which was largely Welsh and later native Irish) are added, the figure hardly exceeds 10,000. Yet within a year of the beginning of the conflict, both sides were actively pressing men into service and there were probably in all over 110,000 under arms in Britain. This was a ratio of soldiers to civilians – achieved very quickly – substantially higher than anything reached in France, and a striking illustration of the new scale of military effort which it was now possible to evoke in European societies. Almost two decades earlier, England had shown that she had the capacity to become a serious military power. Between the middle of 1624 and the beginning of 1628, for the pathetically unsuccessful expeditions to Cadiz in 1625 and La Rochelle in 1627–28, about 50,000 men, some 2 per cent of the entire male population, had been recruited for the army, often by highly oppressive means.


This growth in military numbers was not unbroken or universal. In Germany the remarkable increase of the 1620s and early 1630s was not maintained. As much of central Europe became increasingly exhausted, it became more and more unfeasible to feed, clothe and pay forces of the size Wallenstein and Gustavus Adolphus had controlled.


Moreover large armies very often could not be brought to bear as unified forces at any one point, even for a decisive battle. Although there were during most of the English Civil War well over 100,000 men in all engaged on the two sides, 5,000 constituted a respectable field force and 12,000 was considered an exceptionally large one. It is doubtful whether the Royalists ever had as many as 20,000 operating at any time as a single force. Also the most formidable army, if there were serious difficulties in paying and feeding it, might shrink with disconcerting speed through desertion.3 It might also find its fighting efficiency sharply reduced as discipline collapsed and starving soldiers became increasingly difficult to control. The armies which fought the Thirty Years’ War, made up mainly of mercenaries and lacking any national or linguistic unity, were particularly vulnerable. Thus in May 1631, when Gustavus Adolphus was on the brink of his greatest triumphs, a Swedish official wrote of his army that:





I can give you no adequate idea of our miserable condition. The foot are fifteen pays in arrear, and both officers and men mighty discontented, so that I never heard such grumbling, both public and private. The foot desert by thousands, and some 600 have gone off in this camp alone. The cavalry do as they list; it is not safe to ride a mile outside the camp. They plunder the land to the bare bones, provoking complaints and curses fit to make you shudder.





Nonetheless, the general picture of Europe during these decades is one of growing military effort, of a remorseless tendency for armies to become bigger than ever in the past. Bigger meant more expensive. More men meant more money; and the increase in the financial burden was often greater than the mere increase in numbers indicated. This was because war as waged by the Dutch, the French and the Spanish, was now, as it long continued to be, very much a matter of sieges. This was most strikingly the case in the Netherlands, densely populated and thickly studded with cities whose fortifications had been becoming stronger and more elaborate since the 1570s.


A siege ate up money, materials and men in a way that the greatest battle hardly ever did. To some observers it seemed that a predominance of siege warfare was a mark of advanced civilisation. It was, after all, a systematic and technologically demanding way of fighting. It called for planning and organisation.


A great siege was, with the possible exception of the building of a great canal, the biggest engineering operation of the age. Normally a besieging army protected itself against attack from any relieving force while the siege was in progress by building elaborate defensive lines that often enclosed a very large area. These, coupled with the siege-works proper, the digging of trenches and mounting of batteries or exploding of mines to breach the defences, were an immense undertaking.


In 1629, for the siege of the fortress of s’Hertogenbosch, Prince William Henry built defensive lines that took 11 hours to walk around. They included six entrenched camps, nine forts and a dozen hornworks (a smaller form of fortification). He used 116 guns, most of them heavier than would have been employed on the battlefield, to attack the walls at four different points. These operations involved the damming of two rivers. War of this sort meant expenditure of men and money on a potentially crippling scale.


Any reliable calculation of the money-cost of a great siege is hard to make; but that of the Huguenot stronghold of La Rochelle by the French Army in 1627–8 (admittedly a long one: it lasted for fifteen months) was believed to have cost 40 million livres. Then, a bushel of wheat cost a livre and an agricultural worker’s daily wage was 10–12 sous (at 20 sous to the livre). Therefore the siege may have cost 40 million bushels of wheat or 70 million days of labour. A long siege could also be expensive in men to the besieging army. Supply problems might become acute, the disease fostered by the concentration of large numbers of soldiers for a long period in poor sanitary conditions may take a heavy toll; boredom and frustration might intensify the ever-present threat of desertion. Thus in 1622 the Spanish commander Spinola lost 9,000 men (1,900 of whom deserted to the besieged garrison) during his unsuccessful attempt to take Bergen-op-Zoom.


Gustavus Adolphus


IN 1627 GUSTAVUS ADOLPHUS, the ‘Lion of the North’, had compared the revived Roman Catholic Church to the sea: ‘as one wave follows another in the sea, so the Papal deluge is approaching our shores.’ Gustavus Adolphus saw himself as the protector of Protestantism in Germany, and if north Germany was safe then so was Sweden. Gustavus Adolphus was an accomplished soldier and with the help of Catholic France, by the end of 1629, controlled much of the east Baltic coast and effectively controlled Baltic trade.


Cardinal Richelieu of France wanted an alliance with Gustavus Adolphus to form a counter-weight to Habsburg power in Europe. If he could enlist the help of Maximillian of Bavaria and the Catholic League then so much the better. Both Gustavus Adolphus and Richelieu were pragmatists. Though they held opposite views on religion, they both realised that they needed each other if they were to form a realistic opposition to Ferdinand.


When Gustavus Adolphus landed on Peenemunde in Pomerania in June/July 1630 with 4,000 men, no alliance had been made. This worried Richelieu, as he had no control over what Gustavus Adolphus might do. Gustavus Adolphus captured Stettin and the Neumark area in Brandenburg, securing his communication lines with Sweden. He could then push further into Germany. His task was made easier by the five year Treaty of Barwalde signed with France in 1631, giving Sweden a million livres a year to fight her war while Sweden agreed to provide the men to do the fighting. Richelieu was happy with this arrangement; Gustavus Adolphus’ army was far enough away not to threaten France; Ferdinand’s army would have to track Gustavus Adolphus’, keeping the emperor’s army away from the French border.


Not all of Germany’s northern princes welcomed Gustavus Adolphus. John George of Saxony and George William of Brandenburg saw his position in northern Germany as a threat to their own possessions. Both men called for a Protestant conference to be held at Leipzig in 1631 where Protestant princes were persuaded to raise their own independent army. This they duly did and put it under the control of Hans George von Arnim – an able soldier who had served under Wallenstein but had since left his services. Gustavus Adolphus had a problem. What would happen if the Protestant force allied itself to the Catholic League in defence of German liberties? Would he have to fight two forces?


The situation was resolved before any Protestant agreement could be signed. The Catholic League, led by Tilly, besieged and destroyed the city of Magdeburg – a great Protestant centre and its freedom guaranteed by Gustavus Adolphus. Tilly’s troops massacred the population and razed many of the houses by fire, causing anger throughout Protestant Europe. The Dutch made an agreement with Sweden to supply the army of Gustavus Adolphus, and with this assistance, Gustavus Adolphus marched on to Berlin, from where he completed his occupation of Pomerania. Gustavus Adolphus conquered Mecklenburg, where he restored the dukes whom Wallenstein had expelled and replaced with himself. His actions did much to restore Protestant confidence that had been weakened after Magdeburg.


Tilly found it very difficult to react to this as Maximillian of Bavaria had signed a secret treaty with France, in which he promised not to aid the enemies of France while France recognised his Electoral rights. As Sweden was a recognised Ally of France via Barwalde, Tilly (his master was Maximillian) could not attack Gustavus Adolphus, as this would aid the enemies of France.


Tilly was in a dangerous position. His army was quartered in the Duchy of Friedland – land owned by Wallenstein. He was short of supplies and Wallenstein deliberately withheld them, as he hoped that Tilly’s failure could lead to his own return to power. To escape from his predicament, Tilly mistakenly attacked Saxony. There was a reason for him to do so – the area was well stocked with food and provisions. His excuse for the attack was two-fold: John George had refused to enforce the Edict of Restitution, which Tilly claimed was an insult to Ferdinand. He had also defied the emperor by raising an army after Leipzig.


Leipzig quickly fell and John George was forced into seeking an alliance with Gustavus Adolphus. Their combined forces heavily defeated Tilly at the Battle of Breitenfeld in September 1631, Adolphus’ army standing at 24,000, while John George had 18,000 soldiers in the field, facing Tilly’s force of 35,000 men. Tilly lost all his artillery and nearly 18,000 men. He could only retreat towards Bavaria.


With nothing to stop him, Adolphus occupied the Lower Palatinate, Mainz, Bamberg and Wurzburg, while the Saxon force marched into Bohemia and captured Prague in November 1631.


After Breitenfeld, no decent army stood in the way of Gustavus Adolphus. The speed and extent of his victories alarmed Richelieu, who had considered Adolphus and Sweden the junior partner in their alliance. German princes in general were alarmed at the success of the Swedish king, especially when he spent 1631–32 wintered in Germany and treating the area he had conquered as his own. Gustavus Adolphus doled out land rewards to his successful generals, and Oxenstierna was made governor-general of the region.


Gustavus Adolphus was the master of Germany. Maximillian rejected claims by Richelieu that Bavaria was safe and openly sought the protection of Ferdinand. He also asked for the re-instatement of Wallenstein as he saw this as the only way to counter Gustavus Adolphus. This reinstatement took place in December 1631, Wallenstein accepting the Catholic Emperor’s offer to raise a new army for him.


Gustavus Adolphus used Mainz as his capital and planned the invasion of the rest of the Holy Roman Empire. Richelieu could do nothing to stop him. After the devastating victory at Breitenfeld, Ferdinand considered fleeing to Italy.


Wallenstein saw the situation as an opportunity to extend his own power. In April 1632, he was promised regular subsidies from Ferdinand and Spain under Phillip III; he was confirmed as Duke of Mecklenburg; he was given financial compensation for his help and he could make peace with any prince when he felt like it – except the Duke of Saxony (this had to be vetted by an Imperial Diet). The one caveat was that Wallenstein could not use Spanish or Catholic League troops without permission.


During March 1632 the Swedes under Adolphus had started their invasion of Bavaria and gradually gained control of the south-western part of the Empire. In April there was a battle between the Swedes and Tilly’s troops, where the Swedes effected a forced crossing of the river Lech near Rain. At this battle Tilly was fatally wounded and the Holy Roman Empire lost one of its most experienced generals. This was followed swiftly by Gustavus taking Augsburg and Munich and returning to the central regions of the Empire. However, this was to be the peak of his achievements and power.


After the fall of Munich, Gustavus Adolphus failed in his attempt to take Regensburg, and in May, Wallenstein’s new army had driven the Saxons under Arnim out of Bohemia. To aid John George and also fearful that he might join the forces of Wallenstein; Gustavus Adolphus marched north, ending his projected drive towards Vienna.


In the summer of 1632, Gustavus Adolphus published plans for a German settlement. His idea was to create two Protestant leagues – the Corpus Bellicum (responsible for military affairs) and the Corpus Evangelicorum (to run the civil administration). His aim was to preserve the existing structure of states in Germany and to confirm the security of Protestants in Germany. He did not envisage himself as the head of a Protestant empire.


For Sweden he wanted to keep the territory gained in the south Baltic from the Vistula to the Elbe. This would give Sweden future security and the profits from port revenues, and the expansion of Swedish trade would help pay for the huge outlay Sweden had made in assisting northern Germany against the Holy Roman Emperor. Ferdinand had no interest in the plan, which could only succeed if Gustavus Adolphus continued to be successful at a military level.


Wallenstein had placed himself in a strategically very strong position – the Alte Feste at Zirndorf Castle near Nuremburg. In September 1632, Gustavus Adolphus launched an unsuccessful attack on the Alte Feste. This failure led to many mercenaries deserting the Swedish force. Wallenstein then marched north to Saxony and Gustavus Adolphus could do nothing about it. Wallenstein captured Leipzig – though the attack on the city was merely bait to attract Gustavus Adolphus to him.


Wallenstein planned to make his winter quarters at Lutzen, and Gustavus Adolphus attempted to make a surprise attack on the Catholic forces there. On the 16 November 1632, the relatively indecisive Battle of Lutzen took place. This was no surprise attack, as Wallenstein had succeeded in his plan of drawing Gustavus Adolphus out into a full-scale battle. However, Wallenstein still suffered a defeat at this battle and had to retreat into Bohemia. The cost of this victory was Sweden losing 15,000 men, and a more disastrous blow was struck to the morale of the Protestants and their cause when Gustavus Adolphus died in the midst of action.


Without their figurehead, the Protestant forces seemed to lack direction. Count Horn and Bernard of Weimar took over supreme command of the Protestant forces – but their names did not have the aura of Gustavus Adolphus.


After Lutzen, many wanted a peace settlement. War had dragged on with no obvious results for all those who had been fighting in it. Adolphus was dead; Queen Christina of Sweden supported a peace plan; John George of Saxony wanted one. Even the original cause of the problem – Frederick of the Lower Palatinate – had died in November 1632. So why was there no settlement?


Oxenstierna still feared a resurgent Habsburg force and used his influence to call for a meeting of Sweden, the Lower Saxon Circle and Saxony itself to discuss matters. They met in Heilbronn in March 1633 and the end result was a defensive alliance – the Heilbronn League – which existed to defend Protestantism in north Germany. John George did not join as he had reverted to supporting the Holy Roman Emperor. Catholic France and Protestant Sweden became joint protectors of the new organisation. In November 1633, the Heilbronn League had its first victory when it invaded Bavaria and captured Regensburg – something that Gustavus Adolphus had failed to do.


Wallenstein by now had started to exceed his authority within the Holy Roman Empire. He started secret negotiations with France and Sweden, which was outside his jurisdiction. There were those in Vienna who disliked Wallenstein, and when news reached the capital of the Holy Roman Empire of what Wallenstein was doing, it confirmed to them that he was unstable and unpredictable. For example: when Wallenstein had defeated the Swedish at Steinau he had released the captured generals in exchange for some fortresses in Silesia. Swedish troops were good but they needed decent commanders. Here was Wallenstein releasing their generals in exchange for castles!


Wallenstein then ordered one of his generals to Bavaria to help Regensburg and Breisach but the general, Aldringen, was ordered not to fight the Swedish Army there. This greatly angered Aldringen, as the Swedes were the enemy of the Holy Roman Empire. In fact, Aldringen disobeyed his command and took on the Swedes. Disquiet about Wallenstein was not only being heard in Vienna – it was also spreading to his army.


It is difficult to account for Wallenstein’s actions in 1634. He had gout and depression, which may have affected his decisions. He may also have been playing a complex strategy game that no one else understood. In January 1634, Ferdinand ordered Wallenstein’s arrest. This order was made redundant when Wallenstein and part of his entourage were murdered in Eger, Western Bohemia by some of his officers in February 1634. At the time of his death, he had only 1,500 men loyal to him.


The command of the Imperial Army went to Ferdinand, the son of the emperor. He was married to the Spanish Infanta – thus bringing both houses of the Habsburgs even closer together. Ferdinand the son had also cultivated a friendship between himself and the brother of his wife – the Spanish Infante. He was the nominal head of the Spanish Netherlands. Both men were able military leaders and their friendship regenerated the Austrian-Spanish alliance. Both men were dedicated to turning back the tide of Protestantism in Europe.


In September 1634, both Catholic armies joined at Nordlingen. They were opposed by the Protestant army under Horn. Horn’s plan was to break both armies into two separate parts and take each one on singularly. It was a disaster. The Swedes were heavily defeated and Horn was captured. This one victory re-established Ferdinand in Europe. The Heilbronn League was in total disarray; the Protestants had no army while the Catholics had two armies in the field that had already proved themselves to be a potent force. By the spring of 1635, all Swedish resistance in the south of Germany had ended. A peace package which had been started in 1634 ended with the Peace of Prague signed on 30 May 1635,4 between the Holy Roman Emperor, Ferdinand II, and most of the Protestant states of the Empire. It effectively brought to an end the civil war aspect of the Thirty Years’ War. However, the war still carried on due to the continued intervention on the German soil of Spain, Sweden, and, from mid-1635, France.


In April 1635 a French and Swedish alliance was concluded, with the ‘Eminence Gris’, Cardinal Richelieu, acting as a mediator in the truce of Stuhmdorf: extending the truce between the Swedes and the Poles, and allowing the Swedes to concentrate all their efforts on their military campaigns in Germany. In November the Swedish Army was victorious at Domitz, Mecklenburg, and in October of the following year Swedish troops under the command of Johan Baner beat the Imperial and Saxonian armies at Wittstock in Prussia.


Ferdinand II, the Holy Roman Emperor, died of natural causes in Vienna in February, so in December, Ferdinand III was elected king of the Romans, heir apparent to the Imperial throne. In the years that followed, however, the Empire suffered a series of defeats at the hands of Bernard of Saxe-Weimar until he died of the plague in 1639 and his troops entered the French service.


Through the 1640s, the Swedes and the French conducted their campaigns against the Spanish and Bavarian forces with mixed success, while the principal players at the outset of the wars – Baner, Richelieu, Louis XIII – successively died off, often from natural causes.


In July 1644, peace negotiations were arranged at Westphalia, which dragged on until September 1646 when the Imperial ambassadors finally rejected the Swedes’ proposals on religious issues. However, after the Spanish and Dutch made peace at Munster in January 1648, the French inflicted a crushing defeat on the Imperials in May 1648 and the Swedes besieged Prague in July of the same year, before the Treaty of Osnabruck finally ended the war.





***





Before ending on the war in Europe altogether, it may be worth touching briefly on the practicalities of life for the soldiery within the various armies, whatever their religious or political persuasion, and their struggle to survive or whether or not their enemies were actively trying to snuff out their existence.


A soldier whose pay was months and sometimes years overdue was driven to look elsewhere for money. Money was required because normally he had to find much or all of his own food, buying it from the regimental sutlers and butchers – all civilians – and from the traders – often women – who brought it to camps and garrisons for sale. All these were part of the network of ancillaries – dealers, prostitutes and hangers-on generally – which accumulated around every army. Without money, the soldier might be hard-pressed to live even if food itself were in good supply. One of the many Scottish officers in the Swedish Army recalled during the long siege of Hameln in 1633, that, ‘my best entertainment was bread and water, abundance of the last, but not so of the first; but this proceeded from want of money, for the leager [i.e. the camp] was plentiful enough.’ To unpaid men the main alternative source of money was some form of plunder. Even if they had been paid more regularly, many of them would still have been strongly attracted by possibilities of this kind, for the chance of at least temporary and relative wealth through looting, or through the capture of a prisoner who could be ransomed for his release, was sometimes a substantial inducement to enlist. The Thirty Years’ War, because of the anarchy it produced throughout much of the country, and the increasing poverty of many of the governments whose forces fought there, saw plundering carried to a pitch unique in the history of modern Europe. From the highest-ranking commanders to the humblest private soldier, armies were involved in the seizure or extortion of money and goods from the civilian population. New recruits, at first too ignorant or burdened by scruples to take advantage of their opportunities, soon learned the facts of this aspect of military life. After the first stages of his service, wrote one of them, ‘I had learnd so much cunning, and become so vigilant to lay hold on opportunities, that I wanted for nothing, horses, clothes, meats, nor moneys; and made so good use of what I had learned, that the whole time I served in Germanie, I suffered no such miserie as I had done in the first yeare and a halfe that I came to it.’ In the highest ranks looting was possible on a much greater scale and could be correspondingly more profitable. An outstanding example is the capture of Mantua by the Habsburg commanders Gallas and Aldringen in 1630: the contents of the Ducal Castle were estimated at 18 million scudi, the greater part of which went to the victorious generals. Another is the capture in 1648 of part of Prague, a great city still little touched by the war, by the Swedish. Some contemporaries argued that too successful looting was bad for an army, not so much because of its effects on discipline, as because men would fight well only under the spur of want. One claimed that the disastrous defeat of the Catholic League commander Tilly by the Swedes at Breitenfeld in September 1631 was caused partly by the ‘richesse of his souldiers’, especially the cavalry, from the booty taken when they captured Leipzig only two days before. The result was that ‘loth to loose so soon their richesse with their lives, many Troops of horse went from him, even when they were to goe to fight’; which emphasises the maxim, ‘A rich souldier will never fight well’.


Plundering and extortion were not the only means by which impoverished armies could maintain themselves and soldiers hope to grow rich. A wealthy or important prisoner could be made to pay a ransom or have one paid for him by his superiors. The ransoming of prisoners was a practice as old as recorded history, and the right to a ransom a well-established form of property. In practice, a valuable prisoner taken by a common soldier was usually sold at once to a superior, often to the colonel of the regiment, who might in turn sell him to someone higher in the hierarchy. It was, therefore, again a practice which tended to benefit officers, particularly high-ranking ones, rather than privates or NCOs, (though of course it was also high-ranking officers who might, if taken, find themselves in their turn compelled to pay heavily for their freedom). By the 1630s efforts were being made to assert the principle that prisoners were the property of an army as a whole rather than of the individuals who had taken them; but until the second half of the century ransoms remained an element in the maintenance of armies which, although secondary, was occasionally significant. The Swedes, for example, are said to have made 120,000 thalers from the prisoners taken when they defeated the imperial and Bavarian forces at Jankau in 1645.


There were more direct means, and very important ones, by which soldiers made demands on civilian society. Every army demanded ‘contributions’ from the population of the areas through which it marched and in which it fought, payments in money and kind, in food, fodder, clothing etc., which were enforced by the threat of burning villages and seizing livestock. These gave scope for a great deal of extortion, corruption and dishonesty. A district might pay not to have troops quartered on it, or to have them march through it as quickly as possible, or merely for a promise that good discipline would be observed when the army was on the march. Towns and villages regularly offered bribes to have the amount of the contribution demanded from them reduced. A neutral area unable to defend its neutrality by force might pay to have it observed or at least infringed in a not too destructive and expensive way. All these devices were seen in their most developed and widespread form in Germany in the terrible generation from the 1620s onwards; but all of them were prevalent and taken for granted throughout Europe. For the areas affected by them they were a greater burden, and one imposed more ruthlessly than even the heaviest normal taxation.


In England the growth during the Civil War of considerable armies on both sides, and of corresponding demands on the civil population, produced incidents such as the violence of the peasant movement known as the Clubmen, which affected the West Midlands and parts of the West Country in 1645. It was inspired mainly by a bitter dislike of soldiers of all kinds, whatever the cause for which they professed to be fighting. Moreover just as peasants hated soldiers indiscriminately, so soldiers despised all peasants. French soldiers defending Burgundy against attack from the Spanish forces in neighbouring Franche-Comte often showed more fellow feeling with the enemy than with the French peasants they were allegedly protecting.


Towns, though less exposed than villages, also often suffered severely. Sometimes their capture by a besieging army produced an orgy of murder, looting and devastation. The outstanding example is the destruction of Magdeburg by Tilly’s army in 1631, an event which shocked even so hardened an age, and generated a huge pamphlet literature of condemnation; but even in Britain, Bristol was looted for two days after it was taken by the Royalists in 1643, Montrose loosed his Irish upon Aberdeen for three days in 1644 and two-thirds of Taunton was destroyed in the siege of 1645.


Even within a town or village, war and its demands might affect individuals in markedly different ways. Some groups such as innkeepers and shoemakers could, under favourable conditions, benefit at least for a time from a strong demand for what they sold and from the resulting higher prices, even when those around them were suffering badly. It must be remembered that much of the money extracted by soldiers from civilian society was returned to it very quickly in payment for such goods and services.5


Finally, as an insight into officer training and attendance, it must be noted that in these armies the most basic forms of professionalism were still far from complete. Hardly anywhere could there be found any real effort to train officers, while for the rank and file training was still absolutely elementary. Officers were still, by the standards of later ages, scandalously lax in the performance of their duties. In France an ordinance of 1629 commanded colonels to spend at least three months of the year with their regiments, captains four months, lieutenants five, and so forth.




1.  The Lead Up to Scotland’s


Involvement in the Civil War and the


Mystery of Fraser’s Beginnings


The Scots in Europe


AS A CAREER, THE option of becoming a professional soldier was an important and perhaps essential outlet for young men who might otherwise have found it very difficult to wring a living from the land and who may have become a threat to domestic peace and stability. Military service allowed areas such as Scotland to export their poverty to wealthier regions better able to cope with it. Sometimes this export was on a spectacular scale: from 1626–32, the most critical and dramatic years of the Thirty Years’ War, about 25,000 Scots went to fight in Germany. This meant that a tenth of the entire male population of Scotland was given employment in this way.


Professional armies acted as a social safety valve; and this ensured them some tolerance from the respectable citizens who paid for them. An army recruited largely from the margins of society, often including a significant element of foreigners, and only interfered with normal life, all going well, through its financial demands. It was therefore acceptable to the ordinary taxpayer, to whom war was a matter for rulers and governments and not one in which he wished or expected to play any more direct part. The early seventeenth century saw protests, sometimes serious ones, against the increasing cost of armies, but little criticism of the principle of professional and mercenary forces.


It has been said of Gustavus, ‘the lion and the bulwark of the north’, that without his Scottish regiments and leaders he would hardly have gained his victories and saved the cause of Protestantism in Germany. He was an unusually brilliant general and strategist, whose fame rapidly spread over the civilised world; and a great number of the Scottish officers, many of them of noble rank, who enlisted in the Swedish Army did so in order to go through the ‘high school’ of military training. The Swedish formation of arms was, effectively, the cutting edge of the technology of the day – ammunition was for the first time made up into cartridges, regiments were formed into right and left wings, with pikes centred to guard the colours. Gustavus formed his ranks six deep as opposed to Wallenstein’s thirty – all this would prove the ideal training for the conflict to come, and Scotland was undoubtedly the country in which by far the most numerous levies of soldiers for the ‘lion of the north’ were raised.


On the whole, reports of these Scottish mercenaries are good. It was said of them, ‘no troops could be better fitted, morally as well as physically, for desperate undertakings, than these Scots. They proved hardy, frugal and sober soldiers’. The same praise is bestowed upon them by an old wood engraving preserved in the British Museum. Dating around 1641, it represents four highlanders, three in kilts, the fourth in a sort of trunk-hose. Above it, in German, are the words ‘In such dress the 800 highlanders (lately) arrived at Stettin walk (about)’. Beneath is written ‘They are a strong, hardy race, contenting themselves with little food, if they have no bread, they eat roots and carrots; in case of necessity they are able to walk twenty German miles6 in a day; they have besides muskets, their bows and quivers and long knives’.


Under Colonel Hepburn, the Scots earned great praise for their bravery, and whenever an enterprise of a particularly daring character was to be undertaken it was usually Hepburn who was chosen for it. In 1630, the Scots whom Colonel Lumsden had brought to Germany – the corps of Hardgate and McKay’s highlanders – were united into one brigade, bearing the name of the Green, or Hepburn’s Scottish Brigade.7


The exploits of the united Scottish Brigade, such as the taking of the fortresses Frankfurt-on-the-Oder and Landsberg, their march to Leipzig in 1631, Marienberg, the march against Mainz (one of the strongest fortresses in the whole seat of the war), and many other similar adventures are recounted elsewhere but, combined, paint a glittering picture of often incredible and always hard-fought successes of the Scots for the Swedish and Protestant cause. Several points are, however, worth highlighting.


In 1626 on 6 November, 500 of Munro’s highlanders were ordered to defend to the last Colberg, a half-ruined castle and town on the coast of Pomerania. He threw up redoubts, barricaded the approaches, and before long the place was under attack by 8,000 Imperialists led by the famous Count de Monteculculi, under whom were the splendidly accoutred regiments of Goetz and Sparre, Charles, Wallenstein, Isolani, and Colorado. Three troops of Cuirassiers in white armour led the van, with three of Croats and a thousand arquebussiers, all of whom were hurled back in confusion by the steady highland fire. On being summoned to treat for the surrender of the post, Munro replied, ‘The word treatyhas been omitted in my instructions; thus I have only powder and ball at the service of the Count de Monteculculi’.


A dreadful strife ensued. The whole town was laid in ashes. Lord Reay’s Regiment retired into the castle and, despairing of success, the count drew off into the night under cover of a mist, admitting that 500 highlanders could repel sixteen times their number of Germans.


A contingent of 6,000, reinforcements from Britain under the Marquis of Hamilton, set out for Germany, made up of Scots from Leith and English from Yarmouth. However, there was soon only Scots left of this contingent as the English all perished on the march between Wolgast and Werben, by overeating themselves with ‘German bread; which is heavier, darker and sourer than their own; they suffered too by an inordinate fondness for new honey; nor did the German beer agree with their constitutions’.


Scots fought throughout most of the Thirty Years’ War, on both sides of the conflict. James Turner, going out in 1632 to seek his fortune, wrote:





I was not seventeen years old when I left the schools where, having lightly passed through that course of philosophy which is ordinarily taught in the universities of Scotland, I was commanded by my father and grandfather to commence master of arts at Glasgow, much against my will, as never intending to make use of that title, which undeservedly was bestowed upon me, as it was on many others before me, and hath been on too many since. I stayed a year after with my father at Dalkeith, applying myself to the study of humane letters and history, in both of which I always took delight. I did read also the controversies of religion between us and the Roman Catholics (for the Presbyterians at that time made little noise) whereby I might be enabled to discern the truth of the Protestant persuasion and the fallacies of the Popish one or any other, that so I might not, in traversing the world, be carried away with every wind of doctrine. But before I attained to the eighteenth year of my age, a restlessness entered my mind, to be, if not an actor, at least a spectator of those wars which at that time made so much noise over all the world, and were managed against the Roman Emperor and the Catholic League in Germany, under the auspicious control of the thrice famous Gustavus Adolphus,King of Sweden. Sir James Lumsden was then levying a regiment for that service: with him (my nearest friends consenting to it) I engaged to go over to his brother, Robert Lumsden, eldest captain.





Turner’s first march may have gone to the song Monro quotes which Sir Walter Scott was to borrow for Dugald Dalgetty:





When cannon are roaring and colours are flying


Our lads that seek honour must never fear dying.


Then, stout cavaliers, let us toil our brave trade in,


And fight for the Gospel and bold King of Sweden.





Monro gives many pictures of the wars in Low Germany. Here is the sortie of Lord Spynie’s Regiment from Stralsund (1628):





Here also was killed the valorous Captain MacDonald. Divers also of their officers were hurt, as Captain Lindsay of Bainsho, who received three dangerous wounds, Lieutenant Pringle, who was hurt also, and divers more. They being made to retire, their powder being spent, to make their retreat good falls up Captain Mackenzie with the old Scottish blades of our Regiment to suppress the enemy’s fury. They keeping faces to their enemies while their comrades were retiring, the service went on afresh. Where order is kept, as in this retreat was done by that noble spark, all things flourish and thrive.





One famous defence was that of the sconce at Boizenburg. The town was on the confluence of the Boize and the Elbe, and barred the chief road into Denmark, so Tilly marched against it with a large column. Major Dunbar threw up a sconce on the Luneburg side of the town, to cover the crossing, and manned it with 800 highlanders.





[The enemy] lay down within a cannon shot of the sconce and having begun his lines of approach, the first night the Major made an outfall where having bravely shown their courage and resolution returned again without great loss. The enemy longing to be repaired of this their bravado, resolved to storm the sconce at all quarters, but finding resolution joined with valour against them, after long fighting in vain he is beat off from the walls and forced to retire at that time, with the loss of five hundred men at least. But having redoubled his forces the next time, sets on with greater fury than before, but is beat off the second time also, with loss: the third time he adventures, and as was reported, the Scots defenders, as is well known, believe themselves so well, that the enemy storming the walls, the defenders, for want of powder, threw sand in their enemies’ eyes, knocking them down with the butts of muskets. Having been divers times pell mell through hither, at last the enemy is forced to retire without effectuating anything.





There was also a Scottish gentleman under the enemy, who coming to scale the walls said aloud, ‘Have with you, gentlemen. Think not now you are on the streets of Edinburgh bravading.’ One of his own countrymen thrusting him through the body with a pike, he ended there. On the Danish March, by the waters of the Elbe, Monro remarks that the four companies who held the sconce were the poorest-looking of the regiment, but the affair sent their fame through Germany ... and may have caused the barbarous treatment of Major Dunbar’s dead body later on by their enemies. The Scots had opportunities to experience the less pleasing sides of the North German mind. Recalling the grim retreat from Rappen to Ivismar on the Baltic, Monro remarks, ‘I did observe first here that the towns of Germany are but friends ever to the masters of the field, in flattering the victorious and in persecuting of the loser, which is ever well seen in all estates.’


During this period the Scots had sent some 40,000 men to fight on the continent. Bear in mind that this huge figure is to be set against a Scottish population estimated at a little over one million at the end of the seventeenth century (England and Wales totalling around 5.2 million at the same time). The defence of the honour of the House of Stuart was a major reason for their participation in the European conflict, and gave the Scots an opportunity to demonstrate their particular degree of loyalty to the House of Stuart through their endeavours in the defence of Princess Elizabeth, younger sister of Charles I and wife of Frederick V, Elector Palatine (whose younger son was to be Prince Rupert of the Rhine – opponent of the Scots’ cavalry at Marston Moor). The war also ensured that Europe was replete with experienced and disciplined Scottish soldiers more zealous than their fellow Stuart subjects from England and Ireland in pursuing the anti-Habsburg cause. The number of these men was instrumental in ensuring that the evolution of the Scottish identity that took place in the seventeenth century would continue to have a strong martial component, as it had done in previous centuries.


The loyalty of the Scots was complex and steadfast. It was directed very much towards the House of Stuart first and only secondly to those European leaders prepared to fight against the Habsburgs in defence of the Protestant cause – a way of attempting to restore the Palatinate in the eyes of the Scots.


A contemporary observer, the Venetian Ambassador, concluded that [one regiment] ‘included a larger number of Scots than English and of better quality’, presumably explained by the Scots being motivated, not as mercenaries, but in defence of Queen Elizabeth and her family in particular, and of the honour of the House of Stuart in general. Loyalty to their country and king was undoubtedly strong – the Scots were not willing to fight under anyone’s banner without thought for or consultation with their own monarch.


The apparent contradiction of the change of heart in those same Scots soldiers, from a defence of the House of Stuart, to an attack against it on their return to Scotland, may have been because their monarch demonstrated by his actions that their loyalty to him was misplaced. When Charles tried to interfere with the integrity of their country, they re-evaluated their personal loyalty to him. This resulted in a shift away from allegiance to the king and a strengthening of Scottish national identity. The problem for the Stuart king lay in the fact that the Scots, unlike the monarchy, were now in possession of a professional military organisation to support their position. The professional soldiers returned to their officer, imparted experience and gave strength to their countrymen in their preparation to defend the integrity and polity of the nation.


While the war in Europe – which had for decades been sapping the lifeblood of the western continent – was by now regarded by many as simply a fact of life (and was to rage on for almost a decade further), events in Britain too were turning bellicose. When Charles I had travelled north to be crowned before the Scots parliament in 1633 he had directed the Scots to ratify an Act of Revocation which empowered the Crown to recover possession of all lands which had been owned by the Kirk prior to 1540. This alienated large and influential elements of society, while not yet resulting in all-out rebellion. But at a time when radical changes were being imposed on religious practice and ministers were dismayed by the apparently imminent destruction of Presbyterian worship, common cause was found between them and the lairds who saw themselves losing their feudal superiorities, and the seeds of rebellion were sown. This opposition to Charles arranged to elect members to ‘the Tables’ – committees representing lairds, burgesses and ministers, and the forerunner of the Committee of Estates, which would exercise executive power in Scotland during the Civil War. In 1638 the National Covenant was drafted to bind the country to the defence of the Protestant religion. The Covenanters, as the Tables became known, became the leading political and religious force in Scotland after they succeeded in dominating the Glasgow Assembly the following November. With neither king nor Covenanters prepared to compromise their religious convictions, a military solution to the crisis became inevitable.


First Bishops’ War, 1639


PREPARATIONS FOR WAR BEGAN in January 1639. The Covenanting Lords Argyll, Montrose, Rothes, Balmerino and others met in Edinburgh to co-ordinate strategy. Instructions were issued to Scottish shires to start recruiting and training for war and an appeal was issued calling upon Protestant Scots serving abroad to return and fight for the Covenant. Among those who responded was Alexander Leslie, who was appointed commander of Covenanter forces. Meanwhile, King Charles proclaimed his intention of raising an army against the Scots and summoned his nobles to attend him in arms at York in April. The king planned an ambitious campaign: he would raise an army of 20,000 men to attack Edinburgh; the Earl of Antrim would invade western Scotland with troops from Ireland, while the Marquis of Hamilton would command a naval expedition to land troops behind enemy lines on the east coast. With Royalist clans attacking from the highlands, it was expected that the Covenanters would be quickly overwhelmed. However, the king’s preparations proceeded slowly, hampered by a lack of funds. There was little enthusiasm in England for the war, where most Puritans were sympathetic to the Covenanters’ cause.


In March, the Covenanter forces mustered at Aberdeen, at which time their clothing and equipment was described:





In order of battle they came, well armed both on horse and foot, each horseman having at least five shot, with a carbine in his hand, two pistols by his sides and other two by his saddle, the pikemen in their ranks with pike and sword; the musketeers in their ranks, with musket, staff, bandolier, sword, powder, ball and match; each company both of horse and foot had their captains, lieutenants, ensigns, sergeants and other officers and commanders, all for the most part in buff coats, and in good order.





Here it is noted that few or none of this army wanted (was without) a blue ribband … called the Covenanters’ Ribband by the haill (whole) soldiers of the army.8


Militia soldiers equipped at Aberdeen a short while later in the 1640s, wore as part of their uniform shirts of ‘harden’ (a coarse cloth), and ‘blue bonnets on their heads with feathers waving in the wind’. From the same town comes the anecdote:





the country round about was pitifully plundered, their meal gurnals broken up, eaten and consumed; no fowl, cock, or hen left unkilled, the whole house dogs, messens, and whelps within Aberdeen killed upon the streets, so that neither hound, messen or other dog was left alive that they could see; the reason was this, when the first army came here, ilk captain and soldier had a blue ribband about his craig (neck), in despite and derision whereof, when they removed from Aberdeen, some women of Aberdeen (as was alleged) knit blue ribbons about their messens’ craig (dog’s head), whereat their soldiers took offence, and killed all their dogs for this very cause.
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